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ABSTRACT 
THE PERSONAL EXPERIENCES OF TEN MIDDLE SCHOOL DROPOUTS 
FEBRUARY 1994 
ANN MARIE G. EUBANKS, B.S., ALLEN UNIVERSITY, 1957 
M.A., BOSTON STATE COLLEGE, 1965 
Ed.D., UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTS AMHERST 
Directed by: Dr. Atron Gentry 
This qualitative study focused on ten middle school 
dropouts, and their personal experiences. Ten middle school 
dropouts were interviewed to examine their personal 
experiences rather than from the vantage points of teachers 
and the educated professionals. 
Two major findings were found: (a) the causes that 
underlined the subjects actions and (b) methods to rectify 
the problem. 
Our technologically advanced society requires many 
years of schooling for its citizens. The present job market 
requires students to obtain an education that is equivalent 
to a high school diploma in order to compete in the work 
force. 
The focus of this study as forementioned was to examine 
the students personal experiences before making a decision 
vi 
to drop out of school. The data was intended to bring about 
an awareness of the existing dropout problems among teachers 
and educators. 
The findings indicate the characteristics and causes of 
the middle school dropout problem, as well as preventive 
measures, which revolve around greater flexibility and 
understanding of the needs of at-risk students in the public 
school system. 
Research indicates the need for educators to rethink 
and restructure the curriculums and teaching methods as well 
as teacher training to meet the needs of at-risk students. 
Research further suggests that endeavors be made to counter 
the dropout problem; and then attempt to prepare students 
for a successful and productive adult life. According to 
research the lack of sensitivity and preventive measures 
among educators have caused widespread dropout problems in 
public schools. In addition the dropout problem is 
compounded by teacher-student conflicts as well as tension 
and humiliation among students. The dropout population 
accepts unemployment as normal. Furthermore, they treat 
dropouts as normal, and in many circumstances, even 
positive. 
The preventive measures found in this study emphasize 
(a) small class size, (b) common planning and meeting time 
for staff, (c) collaboration with at-risk students, (d) a 
partnership with the outside community resources, and (e) an 
intimate home/school communication in an attempt to deal 
effectively with the dropout problem. 
Vlll 
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CHAPTER I 
INTRODUCTION 
This study profiles the typical traits and background 
experiences of ten middle school dropout students. In 
addition, the study examined the past experiences of these 
students beginning at the elementary level to establish an 
understanding of the students' perceptions that would 
eventually lead to their decision to drop out of school. 
The study found that one important ingredient to dropout 
prevention is to maximize school successes and to minimize 
school failures during elementary and middle school years. 
It is essential that at-risk students master the basic 
skills of reading, writing, math and science to ensure a 
measurable degree of success during the first eight years of 
school. Another important ingredient in schooling is for 
students to learn to love and value learning. It is 
important that students enjoy school and put forth much 
effort as they take on new challenges and opportunities. In 
addition, a positive psychological environment in the 
elementary school is needed as well as guidance programs for 
the at-risk student. A well-planned curriculum is needed to 
meet their academic needs as well. Both concepts would 
1 
2 
enhance the at-risk student's chances to achieve, to build 
self-esteem and to develop his/her self confidence. 
Problem Statement 
Moore (1985) states that educators across the nation 
are alarmed by a national dropout rate of 29% and are 
struggling with the dilemma of identifying potential 
dropouts as well as to attempt to determine the causes of 
the high rate of students who drop out of school. Educators 
are attempting to develop ways to retain the at-risk student 
in school. Washburn (1989) has a considerable amount of 
literature that has been published concerning the 
characteristics and causes of student dropout. Ross (1979) 
and Caputo (1988) have explored many preventive programs 
that have been developed to discourage students from 
dropping out of school. Nevertheless, the dropout rate 
remains high and is a growing concern of educators across 
the nation. 
The researcher found that what was missing in the 
literature was a qualitative search for the perceptions that 
lead individuals to become dropouts. The researcher 
attempts an in-depth study that focuses on specific causes 
for the high dropout rate at the middle school level. The 
study focuses on ten middle school subjects and the traits 
and characteristics of their daily lives. This researcher 
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observes and evaluates data from the subjects' perspective 
and how they view themselves. The investigation describes 
the subjects' daily patterns, support mechanisms, important 
persons in their lives, and problems that they may have 
encountered. This study could provide the significant data 
that is helpful in the development of preventive programs 
that help the at-risk student not to drop out of school. 
The researcher explored the need for additional qualitative 
and contextual study experiences of the dropout themselves. 
Once we have this research base, we can then improve our 
response to this imperative situation. Ross (1979) claims 
that: 
The absence of reports from children about 
children is a striking deficiency in current 
survey research on quality of life in America. It 
is time to let American children speak for 
themselves in order to find out what they are 
thinking (p. 97). 
Purpose of the Study 
The purpose of this study was to identify and to 
analyze the experiences of ten middle school subjects 
classified as school dropouts. The researcher's 
intentions were to learn the why the subjects dropped 
out of school. This study examined from the student's 
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perspective why they dropped out of school and the 
circumstances that influenced their decision. 
Various researchers and social scientists have 
identified reasons for the high drop out rate. They 
are as follows: (a) poor academic achievement, (b) low 
parental education level, (c) poor social adjustment 
with peers and adults, (d) discipline issues, (e) 
dysfunctional family situations, (f) poor self-concept 
and (g) low aspirations and expectations. These 
reasons may be "real" or simply "perceived" from the 
subject's perspective. The subject may be unable to 
successfully respond to overwhelming life experiences. 
Whether real or unreal, these perceived notions were 
the ones that actually led subjects to their decision 
to drop out. Therefore, it is imperative that 
educators identify these perspectives as issues that 
need to be considered in order to keep at-risk students 
in school. 
Rationale of the Study 
American society requires of its citizens many 
years of schooling in order to be productive in a very 
competitive work force. In order to compete, one must 
possess an increasing number of life and career skills. 
Figueiredo (1985) claims that in order for students to 
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compete in an international economy and a new world 
order, they need as many years of schooling as 
possible. If school committees, teachers, community 
leaders, administrators, guidance personnel, social 
agencies, parents and churches who are interested in 
alleviating the at-risk and dropout problem of the 
middle school level. They should make a strong effort 
to determine the reasons why students are at risk of 
dropping out of school. It was very important to look 
for information and clues that would give educators 
ways to identify potential dropouts. It was of great 
importance for educators to learn objectively why 
students drop out of school before the ninth grade. If 
educators know the various causes and characteristics 
that contribute to middle school drop out problem, they 
would be able to develop more effective programs and 
then offer a more responsive curriculum that addresses 
the appropriate guidance and support services. 
It was important that this study ascertain and 
describe how much the subject was influenced by the 
factors in which he/she identified as critical to the 
decision to drop out. It was crucial to include the 
students' perceptions as to why they did not continue, 
or considered not to continue their education. There 
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is a need to investigate these students' perceptions as 
to why they dropped out of school, or considered 
dropping out of school. The various reasons were 
important for further research. It was also important 
to determine whether the curriculum was responsive to 
the needs of the students. Backman (1971) found that 
if at-risk students were accepted in their homes, by 
their classmates, teachers, administrators, the role of 
self-concept would increase. Thus, the objective of 
this study focused on the testimony of ten middle 
school dropouts. The study identified some of the 
fundamental causes and characteristics that influenced 
subjects to make a decision to drop out of school. 
Importance of the Study 
The unique aspect of this study was to identify 
the experience from the perspective of the students, 
rather than from the viewpoint of teachers, 
administrators or social scientists. The present 
literature contains several studies on the dropout 
problem from the educators' point of view. Other 
studies concentrate on statistics, school records, 
public records and various other sources of hard data. 
However, there is little research that concentrates on 
the problem from the viewpoint of the students. There 
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is a lack of knowledge in this area of research on the 
problem of dropouts. The study was important because 
it investigates the circumstances that surround the 
decision to drop out. The researcher's assumption was 
that vital information could be obtained from the 
responses of the adolescent as he/she grappled with 
their decision to drop out of school. 
Moveover, information obtained from the student's 
point of view could be helpful in responding to the 
massive dropout problem in our middle schools. What 
was needed was a full understanding of the context of 
both the student's school and home life circumstances 
which led them to drop out as a preference. This study 
is significant to social scientists, educators, 
parents who, through personal or sociological interest, 
need to investigate factors that contribute to middle 
school dropouts. Once those factors have been 
explicated, the next logical step is to act upon them. 
Educators would then be better prepared to provide the 
appropriate intervention, as a result of the 
information this study offers. 
In summary, it may be true that the available 
literature has some sense as to why students drop out 
of school, but all good research needs to be 
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re-evaluated on a continuous basis. Social scientists 
Barney Glaser and Anselm Strauss (1967) claim that 
their theory needs to be grounded in field experience, 
not only to verify its validity but to understand this 
"truth” in our present day circumstances. This study 
contributes to the existing body of research, and 
serves to validate certain conclusions. 
Assumptions 
The researcher made the following assumptions 
regarding the at-risk student who drops out of school. 
1. At-risk students faced with major life-crises 
for which they lack the academic and the 
social skills needed for resolution, if they 
drop out of school. 
2. At-risk students can change their negative 
attitudes to positive ones. 
3. The students who are interviewed one-on-one 
are apt to state their experiences honestly 
and openly. 
4. Students provided with the opportunity to 
talk about their experiences become more 
conscious of why they should not drop out of 
school. 
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5. Students who are at risk of dropping out of 
schools will stay if counseling and support 
services are an integral part of their 
family, the schools and their community; in 
other words, "it takes a village to raise a 
child." 
Limitations 
The limitations of this study were as follows: 
1. It was limited to middle school students. 
2. The results were not generalized to all other 
populations of at-risk students. 
3. The ten students randomly selected for this 
study were from the Boston area. 
4. The views of these students were those of the 
disillusioned dropout and were not 
representative of the typical middle school 
student. 
Scope and Delimitations of Study 
This study consisted of students from four 
alternative programs/schools in Boston. The 
characteristics of the students were as follows: 
1. Five Afro-Americans (three (3) males, two (2) 
females) 
2. Two Spanish (one male, one female) 
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3. Three Cape Verdean (one male, two female) 
The study was completed within the stated 
population. 
Definition of Terms 
This section provides an operational definition, 
clarifying the use of all the major terms in this 
study. 
Alienation; The withdrawal or estrangement by an 
individual or group from society, an institution, or 
another individual. 
Alternative Programs: A program leads to the 
completion of an academic curriculum through non- 
traditional methods and requirements. The program can 
include a work component, social services and support, 
recreation or any other form of incentive, in addition 
to the academic curriculum. 
At Risk: A student who is in jeopardy of leaving 
school because of personal, academic or social factors. 
Dropout: A student who does not complete his or 
her middle school education by attending a middle 
school or high school, or receive a diploma from an 
accredited public or private secondary school. 
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Intervention: Any program or action that comes 
between the at-risk student to help that student 
resolve a problem either academic or personal. 
Middle School: The middle grades between 
elementary school and high school. They are sixth, 
seventh and eighth grades. 
Prevention: Caputo (1988) states, "the process of 
education that deals with preventing conflicts that a 
student experiences or may experience during school" 
(p. 23). 
Research Outline 
Chapter I presents the statement of the problem, 
the rationale for the study, the purpose and the 
significance of studying the at-risk student in the 
context the researcher's proposes. It further 
delineates the researcher's assumptions, definition of 
terms and limitations specific to the proposed study. 
Chapter II reviews the existing literature that 
pertains to the characteristics of middle school 
students at risk of dropping out of school, the causes 
of middle school students dropping out of school and 
preventive programs that intervene in dropping out. 
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Chapter III describes the method that the 
researcher proposes to study the problem and the 
population that serves as the basis for this study. It 
delineates the specific method chosen as it relates to 
the problem to be studied. In the proposed study the 
experiences and backgrounds of ten urban middle school 
students were investigated through the interview 
process. 
Chapter IV analyzes the data that was gathered 
from the study. This study takes the form of 
descriptive analyses of ethnographic data. A further 
analyses in quantitative form was presented to 
strengthen the researcher's findings and conclusions. 
Chapter V presents a summary of the analyses and 
offers the researcher's conclusions based on the 
findings of the study. 
CHAPTER II 
REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 
Introduction 
Chapter II provides the background research on 
this problem. It presents what has already been 
discovered concerning the problems of dropouts and at- 
risk youth. Most of this research was not 
ethnographic, but was obtained through surveys and 
institutional statistics. 
This review of the literature is presented in 
three sections. The first identifies the 
characteristics of those students who are at risk of 
dropping out of school. The second identifies the 
causes or reasons which lead these students to take 
this path, and the third reviews the literature on 
prevention of this behavior. 
Characteristics of Middle School Students at Risk 
The focus of this section is on the middle school 
level youth-at-risk with the purpose of examining and 
summarizing the literature. 
One of the problems that identifies students 
before they drop out is the lack of a uniform set of 
descriptors of dropouts. This same problem applies to 
accurately judging the magnitude of the dropout problem 
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throughout the nation. Due to the varied reporting 
practices and definitions of who is a dropout, it is 
often difficult to compare schools within a district to 
each other, and virtually impossible to compare 
districts. The dropout rate in the middle schools 
average 25 percent. It is only in the last few years 
that a somewhat uniform set of descriptors has begun to 
emerge in the literature. 
Mizell (1987) devised the most recent assessment 
instrument. He cites, "When dropouts take the last 
trip out of the school door, they leave behind a trail 
of signs. The most common agreed upon descriptors of 
students at risk indicate that students exhibit the 
following characteristics (p. 21-29): 
1. Poor academic record. 
2. Low parental education level. 
3. Dislike of school. 
4. Little or no participation in extra¬ 
curricular activities. 
5. Discipline problems. 
6. Disrupted home life. 
7. Low socio-economic level. 
8. Poor self-concept/inadequate goals and low 
aspirations. 
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9. Poor reading ability. 
10. School related experiences. 
Cage (1984) reports that some characteristic symptoms 
of the dropout begin to manifest themselves as early as 
the elementary school years. As the pupils become 
older, these symptoms become more pronounced and thus 
make identification easier at the upper grade levels. 
Simultaneously, the behavior patterns which lead toward 
dropping out become more ingrained year after year, 
thus making an intervention increasingly more 
difficult" (p. 12-20). Austin Independent School 
District (1982) reports, "All studies indicate that the 
mass weight favoring dropping out accumulates over many 
years" (p. 12-20). We will examine each of these 
characteristics of dropouts in turn. 
Poor Academic Record 
Rist (1987) suggests that poor academic record is 
the single most common characteristic of potential 
dropouts. Education statistics indicate that poor 
academic performance is the best predictor of who will 
drop out of school. According to Schreiber (1979) over 
half of the dropouts were retained at least once in 
elementary or junior high school. Hewett and Johnson 
(1979) report that 60 percent of the dropouts were 
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receiving ”C" grades or below when they dropped out. 
Ekstrom (1986) asserts that dropouts or at-risk 
students tend to achieve below grade level. They fail 
courses and have poor academic self-esteem. At the 
middle school level, these factors make it difficult to 
earn the number of credits necessary for graduation. 
Ekstrom claims that at the 7th grade level, indicators 
of potential dropouts include poor grades and low 
mathematics scores. A student at risk may display 
deficiencies in cognitive ability, task motivation, 
task performance and low self-esteem. Blum & Spaneghl 
(1982) believes some indicators include low test 
scores, minimal desire to achieve academic goals, a 
lack of thoroughness or logical development in one's 
work, and a sense of little or no control over success 
or failure. Urban Principal's Network News, Autumn 
(1986) reports one third of middle school dropouts cite 
poor grades as their reason for dropping out. Bachman, 
Peng, Wehlage, and Curtis (1983) and Massey and Crosby 
(1982) show that students who have low grade point 
averages have a higher probability of dropping out. 
Martin (1981) reported that dropouts had lower than 
average reading stanine scores in elementary, as well 
as junior high school. Over and over, throughout the 
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literature, low academic achievement is cited as a 
consistent descriptor in identifying at-risk students. 
Hahn (1987) believes that it is important to note that 
abilities, as measured by I.Q. tests and standardized 
tests of performance, are of secondary importance to 
poor grades retention in identifying students who are 
at-risk. 
Low Parental Education Level 
Low parental education level was a second factor 
that appears to be significant in identifying at-risk 
youth. Youth most likely to be at-risk are those whose 
parents have failed to complete formal schooling. 
Schreiber (1979) indicates that a significant majority 
of the parents of dropouts never completed middle 
school themselves. Hewett and Johnson (1979) reports 
that 70 percent of the dropouts' fathers and mothers 
had not completed high school. According to Durken 
(1981) 
Better educated parents could influence their 
children's educational aspirations or they could 
spend more time with their children, thereby 
increasing their children's ability and likelihood 
of remaining in school (p. 161-169). 
Martin (1981) stated that the educational levels of 
dropouts' parents were less than non-dropouts. 
Additionally, one Los Angeles study Schreiber (1979) reports 
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that 25 percent of parents actively encouraged their 
children to drop out, another 25 percent of the parents were 
indifferent, and fewer than 50 percent of the parents 
encouraged their children to stay in school. 
The U.S. Office of Education (1986) discovered the 
lower the educational attainment of parents, the more likely 
their children are to drop out. 
Fensham (1986) claims that some researchers have 
speculated that the educational attainment of parents was 
important because it may contribute to an environment where 
parents convey higher aspirations for their children. 
Rumberger (1983) used data from the National 
Longitudinal Survey of Youth Labor Market Experience, to 
Model the determinants of dropout behavior found that large 
family size was an important predictor of high dropout rates 
among whites. Fensham (1986) also found that "the greater 
the number of siblings ... the greater the likelihood that 
some will leave school before graduation" (p. 42). Bachman, 
Green, and Wirtanen (1971) report that dropouts are more apt 
to come from female, single parent households. 
The Children's Defense Fund (1987) states that, 
"Regardless of their race, youths from poor families are 
three to four times more likely to drop out than those from 
more affluent households" (p. 139). 
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Negative Attitudes Toward School 
According to Irvine (1979) students who dislike school 
are significantly more at risk than those who do not. Hewett 
and Johnson (1979) believes this is a simple premise, and is 
assumed to be a given that students who do not do well in 
school dislike school. The literature indicates that this 
is not necessarily the case, and that the reasons for 
disliking school do not necessarily have to do with lack of 
achievement. Thornburg (1975) reports the reasons for 
negative attitudes toward school involves: 
1. Students not learning the things they really want 
to learn 
2. repetitive nature of the curriculum 
3. unfair treatment of students by teachers and other 
staff 
4. over-emphasis on grades, and 
5. sensitivity to unkind peer pressure. 
Hahn (1987) found that another reason students dislike 
school is fear. They fear gangs and they fear failure. 
Potential dropouts feel a tremendous sense of insecurity 
when they enter a school building. Durken (1981) found that 
not only are dropouts likely to view school in a negative 
way, but they view leaving school in a positive way. Martin 
(1981) reports that not only are dropouts more likely to 
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dislike school, but they also act out regarding their poor 
academic achievement and behavior problems in school. The 
students detest grades because poor academic achievement is 
measured by grades and test scores. Cohen (1981) and Catlan 
(1986) conclude that failure in one or more schools, low 
math and reading scores, lack of basic skills, and verbal 
deficiency further contribute to the dropout rate. 
High Grade Retention 
Wheelock (1986) cites. 
Students who have been held back a grade are up to 
four times as likely to drop out than those who 
have never been held back. The reason is simple: 
students hate being "too old" for the class" (p. 
10-11). 
Durken (1981) and Martin (1981) both found that 
students at-risk have had high levels of school failure, 
absenteeism, and grade retention. They also tend to be 
older than their grade level peers. According to Schreiber 
(1979) over half of the dropouts were held back at least 
once in elementary or junior high and as many as 40 percent 
were retained twice or more. Hahn (1987) argues that it is 
important to note that abilities, as measured by I.Q. test 
and standardized tests of performance, are of secondary 
importance to poor grades and grade retention in identifying 
students who are at-risk. 
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The Los Angeles Unified School District (LAUSD) (1985) 
also found that less proficient students who fail either of 
the first two grades have only a 20 percent chance of 
graduating. Additionally, student failure at the eighth or 
ninth grade is crucial in a student's decision to drop out. 
Fine (1985), a social psychologist at the University of 
Pennsylvania, claims that in her studies of New York City 
dropouts, being held back was the single best predictor of 
dropping out of school. 
Bachman (1971) suggests that by the late elementary or 
early middle grades years, many students have accumulated a 
history of school failure which is exacerbated by a common 
school response to lack of academic success and grade 
retention. Holding children back contributes directly to 
dropping out. Bachman (1971) believes that retaining 
students in one grade increases the risk of their dropping 
out by 40 to 50 percent. Researchers in Chicago (1987) 
found that over-age students, even students reading at 
higher levels than their age-appropriate peers, are more 
likely to drop out than students with lower scores placed in 
classes with their age-appropriate peers. Hammach (1986) 
and Wheelock (1988) report contrary to popular belief, even 
retention in the elementary grades increases the probability 
of dropping out. 
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Holmes (1983) states that student retention intensifies 
rather than remedies students' lack of success. Holmes 
further argues that the recent reviews of the literature on 
the effects of grade retention on academic achievement, 
personal adjustment, and attitude toward school consistently 
conclude that retained students spend the rest of their 
academic careers in vain attempt to catch up (p. 4). In a 
second study, Holmes and Matthews (1984) conclude that while 
some students make modest progress during the year in which 
they repeat a grade, they do not advance as much as similar 
children who are promoted. 
Grade repetitions also create additional distress and 
shame for students who fall behind. According to Smith and 
Shepard's (1987) and Wheelock's (1988) research, students 
identify non-promotion as a highly stressful experience, 
ranking retention third behind blindness and the death of a 
parent among their most feared life experiences. 
The experience of non promotion becomes increasingly 
common in middle grades. As students without adequate 
skills enter courses which demand increasing specialization, 
many find themselves over their heads academically. 
Massachusetts Advocacy Center (1988) reports in one urban 
system nearly 12 percent of all sixth graders and 19 percent 
of all seventh graders were not promoted in June 1987 
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compared to two percent of all fifth graders. Non-promotion 
in the middle grades, it is believed, may send a powerful 
signal to young adolescents that they may not be suited for 
school. Moreover, Wheelock (1986) suggests that their 
resulting status as older than average for grade sets many 
students up for a later decision to leave school entirely. 
Lack of Participation in Extracurricular Activities 
Research shows that dropouts and potential dropouts 
feel that they do not belong and are less apt to participate 
in school-wide activities. According to Hewett and Johnson 
(1979), 61 percent of the dropouts were not involved in any 
extracurricular school activities in the community either. 
Beachman's (1987) study indicated that 65 percent of the 
dropouts and potential dropouts indicated no participation 
in extracurricular activities. Durken (1981) concurs that 
youth at-risk participate in extracurricular activities much 
less frequently than other students. Martin (1981) claims 
not only do potential dropouts participate less in 
extracurricular activities at the middle school level they 
also have a history of less participation in school 
sponsored extracurricular activities during their entire 
school career. This lack of participation is indicative of 
the estrangement these youth feel from the school. 
Discipline Problems 
Recurring discipline problems are another consistent 
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predictor of youth-at-risk. In fact, chronic 
rebelliousness, delinquency, and truancy is the second best 
predictor of who will drop out of school. Rist (1988), 
Schreiber (1979), and Durken (1981) report that undesirable 
student behavior was found to precede dropping out. Massey 
and Crosby (1982) claims that significant behavior problems 
are not limited to the period immediately preceding dropping 
out. Martin (1981) found that dropouts and potential 
dropouts had a long history of trips to the principal's 
office throughout their school careers. Blum and Spangehl 
(1982) relate the repeated disciplinary problems and 
irresponsible behavior characteristic of youth-at-risk to 
the alienation these youths feel as a result of falling 
behind their peers. Ediger (1987) found anti-social 
behavior and discipline problems were also frequently signs 
of alcohol consumption and/or drug abuse. 
Bachman (1971) found that "delinquency in-school was 
also a strong predictor of dropping out" (p. 35). 
Students associated the feelings of alienation and 
behavior problems, including absenteeism, truancy, and 
discipline problems to dropping out of school. Wehlage and 
Rutter (1986) suggest students who cut classes and were seen 
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by principals for disciplinary problems or suspended and 
were more likely to drop out of school. Most discipline 
problems were visible from elementary school, particularly 
attendance. 
Disrupted Homes 
Schreiber (1979) reports that a child's attitude toward 
schooling is first developed in the home and then nurtured 
in the community. Children whose home life is disrupted, 
either physically or emotionally, are much more likely to 
drop out of school than children whose home lives are 
stable. Durken (1981) reports the following characteristics 
that at-risk students are more likely to have: 
1. been victims of physical abuse; 
2. been victims of incest; 
3. been sexually abused; and 
4. have experienced the loss of a family member 
through death or divorce. 
Massey and Crosby (1982) found that a history of family 
problems is a valid warning sign that a student may be at- 
risk. 
Children from broken families, where one or both 
parents are absent may be less likely to find the 
support and encouragement needed to keep them in 
school (p. 67-68). 
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A study by the National Association of School Social 
Workers (NASSW) (1985) found that additional family-related 
barriers to school tend to be child abuse and neglect, 
divorce and separation, parental apathy, family crisis, and 
poverty. These characteristics have been established 
throughout this study. 
Low Socio-Economic Levels 
Schreiber (1979) argues that low socio-economic levels 
are common characteristics of youth-at-risk. Significant 
numbers of youth who drop out of school have parent(s) who 
are unemployed or employed in unskilled or semi-skilled 
work. The Hewett and Johnson study (1979) found that over 
90 percent of the dropouts reported that their social class 
was middle class or below. Durken's (1981) and Martin's 
(1981) research verified the dropouts' own perception of 
their low socio-economic status. Rumberger (1981) 
hypothesizes that: "Because children from poor families may 
feel pressure to contribute to their families' income, they 
may be more likely to drop out of school and seek work" (p. 
67-68) . 
Although this may be true, the U.S. Department of 
Education (1986) statistical report indicates that leaving 
school early inhibits a person's chances of future success. 
Rist (1987) cites, "Dropouts have more difficulty finding 
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and holding jobs, they make up a large portion of the long¬ 
term unemployed, and the job they manage to land pays less 
... moreover, dropouts swell the ranks of welfare 
recipients, represent lost tax revenue, and are 
disproportionately represented in crime statistics" (p. 64). 
Steinberg and others (1987) report that the higher 
dropout rate among Hispanic youth is not entirely 
attributable to greater socio-economic disadvantage. 
Language-minority Hispanic youth do drop out at rates higher 
than language-minority youth from non-Hispanic backgrounds. 
Ann Wheelock (1988) states, "This combines with other 
factors, such as parental desire to maintain Spanish and 
prejudice among school personnel, which touch particularly 
on the lives of Hispanic youth to increase dropout rates for 
this group" (p. 12). 
The study indicates that youth from the lower socio¬ 
economic end of society have a higher drop-out rate. 
According to the U.S. General Accounting Office (1986) this 
is confirmed by existing current statistics that tell us 
that students from higher socio-economic status environments 
drop out at lower rates (7%) than those from high-middle 
(11%), low-middle (13%) and low (22%). 
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Poor Self-Concept/Inadequate Goals and Low Aspirations 
Nearly all studies indicate that a poor self-concept is 
a distinguishing characteristic of the potential dropout. 
Schreiber (1979) reports that a youth-at-risk may exhibit 
the following characteristics: 
1. seems to be a loner; 
2. tends to reject both school and self; 
3. is usually insecure in his school status; 
4. feels less respected than his peers by his teacher 
because of academic inadequacies; 
5. feels that teachers are not interested in him or 
his problems; 
6. considers himself poorly treated or not esteemed 
by teachers and peers; 
7. is hostile toward other persons; and 
8. has not established adequate goals. 
Sewell, Palmo, and Manni (1981) found that poor self- 
concept and inadequate life goals are common characteristics 
of dropouts and potential dropouts. In addition to poor 
self-concept, at-risk youth sense of identity is poorly 
motivated and has lower occupational aspirations that their 
peers. In fact, research shows that these youths have an 
aspiration similar to their parents. 
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Poor Reading Ability 
The at-risk youth exhibits a significantly low reading 
level as compared to grade level. The dropout's level of 
reaching achievement is significantly lower that the non¬ 
dropout. Schreiber's (1979) findings supports this data, as 
well as Durken (1981). Martin (1981) established in his 
study that dropouts had lower than average reading stanine 
scores in elementary and junior high school. 
Summary on Characteristics on Middle School Dropouts 
Poor academic performance is the single best predictor 
of who drop outs. "D" and "F" students are more apt to 
leave school than those earning "A”'s or "B"'s. Students 
who have repeated a grade stand a greater chance of leaving 
school than those who proceed from grade to grade on 
schedule. Teens in the vocational and general tracks are 
more inclined to drop out than those in the academic track. 
Teens who hold time-consuming jobs are more likely to drop 
out than are those who work fewer hours or not at all. 
Misbehavior while in school can signal trouble. 
Students who have been suspended, are chronically truant, or 
have been in conflict with the law have a higher-than- 
average chance of dropping out. 
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Demographics also provide clues to who will leave 
school. Males drop out more than females. Blacks, 
Hispanics, and American Indians are more apt to drop out 
than are Whites or Asian-Americans. Adolescents whose 
parents lack high school diplomas are at a greater risk than 
are those from better educated families. Urban students are 
more apt to drop out than rural or suburban students. Teens 
from homes where activities are not monitored and with few 
study aids and opportunities for non-school learning are 
less apt to graduate. Students from one parent homes drop 
out more often than those with both parents present. 
Students are more apt to drop out if they lack consistent 
support and encouragement from family and community members 
who share common values and standards. Teenage mothers and 
fathers leave school far more often than adolescents without 
children. 
But poverty is the overwhelming demographic predictor 
of middle dropouts. Students from poor families stand a 
greater chance of leaving school than teens from middle 
class or affluent families. 
The above research reviewed the characteristics of 
dropouts. It signals characteristics of the middle school 
student who drops out. Now it is important to establish why 
students decide to drop out of school. 
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Causes of Middle School Student Drop Out 
In the early 1900s, students who left school before 
graduation gave many reasons for dropping out. Their 
reasons included poor health, lack of interest, and need for 
their services at home. These reasons have changed 
tremendously. Today the reasons for dropping out are 
centered around personal issues. Webb (1987) found that 
students who dropped out of school fall into three broad 
categories: (a) in school factors, (b) family factors, and 
(c) work/economic factors. Family factors and economic 
factors were usually the areas emphasized by dropout 
prevention programs. Hahn (1987) states, "When at-risk 
youth in New York City were asked why they were having 
difficulty in school, about one-third said it was their own 
fault, another third blamed home problems or other problems 
out of their control, and the remaining third blamed the 
school." However, the Task Force on New York State Dropout 
Problems stresses the significance of in-school factors in 
"pushing students out" of school. 
Closely related to the reality of personal and 
cultural dehumanization is the process of academic 
humiliation. Children of color are stereotyped as 
being slow learners, deprived or standard English 
deficient, are not taught, and not surprisingly, 
do not learn. Low expectations for children who 
come from groups of low esteem result in low 
levels of teaching and learning. Thus, the 
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prophecy is fulfilled: children not expected to 
learn and poorly taught do not learn. Yet the 
urban classrooms are filled with such children who 
suffer the dread of recitation, the agony of 
unsolved math problems, and the embarrassment of 
being shown up by their classmates who achieve in 
spite of their own victimization” (p. 76-77). 
Self (1985) has documented a growing body of research 
that indicates many reasons students drop out of school 
before graduation. He cites five major reasons for students 
leaving school. They are as follows: 
1. poor academic/reading achievement; 
2. pregnancy; 
3. dislike or lack of interest in school; 
4. discipline problems; and 
5. inability to get along with teachers/peers. 
These reasons for dropouts correlate very closely with 
the characteristics and antecedent behaviors cited in the 
previous section. 
Academic Failure 
The "High School and Beyond" Peng (1985) showed that 
the most frequently stated reason for dropping out was poor 
academic achievement. Thirty-six percent of the males and 
thirty percent of the females surveyed cited poor academic 
achievement as the most significant reason for dropping out 
of school. 
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In Mayhood's (1981) study, the indications were poor 
reading ability among the at-risk students. It was cited as 
the most significant reason for their dropping out of 
school. Mayhood indicated that poor reading ability led to 
school failure. The student at-risk feels he/she needs to 
remove his/herself from the setting in which failure 
occurred. For many youth, this removal involves nothing 
more than being absent. For others, it is exhibiting 
behavior that will get them suspended or expelled. Mayhood 
concludes that when success in school no longer seems 
possible, removing oneself from the source of failure seems 
reasonable to most students. 
According to Wehlage and Rutter (1986), school is a 
place where the dropouts get in trouble. Failed courses 
lead to credit deficiencies until graduation seems 
impossible. In fact, upon leaving school, many dropouts 
experience an overall self-esteem gain to the point where 
they are equal in self-esteem to the group with the greatest 
self-esteem, the high school bound. Other research supports 
that academic failure is one of the most significant factors 
in dropping out of school. 
Dislike or Lack of Interest in School 
Dislike for school is a recurring theme in the history 
of why students drop out of school. In 1952, 48 percent of 
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the dropouts cited their dislike for school as one of the 
reasons that they decided to leave school. Beachman (1980) 
surveyed 166 potential dropouts and found that lack of 
interest in school was the second most frequently cited 
reason for leaving school. Rumberger (1981) considered 
dislike of school to be the number one school related reason 
that youth, age 11-19, left school in 1979. Peng and Takal 
(1983) studied over 2,000 dropouts and reported that 34.8 
percent of the males and 31.1 percent of the females 
reported dislike for school as a factor in their decision to 
drop out. This persuasive dislike for and lack of interest 
in school is clearly indicative that the educational needs 
of these youth are not being met in the traditional school 
setting. The students' perception is that the teachers do 
not like them, that their peers do not accept them, and that 
no one cares about them. These feelings coupled with 
repeated failures and frustration, are enough to make the 
most determined youngster lose self-esteem and hope. 
Discipline Problems 
Discipline problems go hand-in-hand with failure and 
frustration. What is amazing, is that discipline problems 
are not more frequently stated as a reason for leaving 
school. In Peng and Takal's 1983 study, 13.0 percent of the 
males and 5.3 percent of the females stated discipline 
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problems as a prime reason for dropping out of school. 
Beachman's study (1980) found that while discipline problems 
were a factor in the decision to leave school, they were 
less of a factor than academic failure or lack of interest 
and inability to get along with school personnel. 
Thornburg (1975) and Stoughton and Grady (1978) confirms 
that discipline problems are a factor but not the most 
significant factor. 
Inability to Get Along With Teachers/Peers 
Linked to the discipline issue is the ability to get 
along with teachers and peers. Many at-risk youth feel very 
strongly that the teachers do not take the time to help them 
overcome their problems, that the teachers do not care, and 
that the teachers do not like them. As long as these 
perceptions exist among the at-risk student, it is not 
surprising that 20.6 percent of the males and 9.5 percent of 
the females become dropouts. Peng and Takal (1983) study 
indicated that the student's inability to get along with 
teachers was a significant factor in his/her decision to 
drop out of school. Thornburg's study (1975) revealed that 
not only do potential dropouts have difficulty in getting 
along with teachers, but they also have difficulty getting 
along with other students. All these studies indicate that 
the lack of personal relationship skills is a causative 
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factor in dropping out. In addition, as long as students 
feel they get along reasonably well with their teachers and 
are treated fairly by teachers, then discipline problems are 
not a causative factor in the decision to leave school. 
Summary of Causes for Dropouts 
The reasons for dropping vary. Each individual reason 
reflects the individual's specific problems and 
circumstances. In Hewett and Johnson's (1979) study, every 
dropout student surveyed gave more than one reason they left 
school. The Public Education Association (1985) states, 
"While adolescents have manifold problems, many leave school 
because of the nature of school itself. They haven't 
learned very much there and their relationships with 
teachers and other students is unsatisfying" (p. 87). 
In this study, the researcher investigated the minor 
characteristics that caused students to drop out, as well as 
the reasons for their dropping out of school. Knowledge of 
these characteristics and reasons is critical in the design 
of any program of dropout prevention. Educators have taken 
many different approaches to devising such programs. In the 
next section, the researcher reviews the literature on some 
of the methods used to deal with the dropout problem. 
Literature on Dropout Prevention 
The literature on dropout prevention is extensive. 
Solutions are bound to be complicated. Since dropping out 
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can be seen as a symptom of problems young adolescents 
experience both in and out of school, addressing one set of 
problems alone may not make a significant difference in 
helping students remain in school. Much of the current 
literature focuses on programs for school dropouts, or for 
students who are at risk of dropping out. 
Descriptions of programs which appear '’Promising" if 
not guaranteed to prevent dropping out have appeared in a 
variety of publications. Center for the Study of Social 
Policy (1986), Cipollone (1986), and Earle, et al. (1987) 
describes such programs. Institute for Educational 
Leadership (1986) , General Accounting Office (1987) and Orr 
(1987) described most programs that represents secondary 
prevention efforts in that they are designed to address 
symptoms of school failure or alienation, before students 
have disengaged from school completely. However, after 
students are identified as "at risk", dropout prevention 
programs are not as promising. The authors further describe 
programs which primarily address academics. Academic 
programs are usually designed for students who have fallen 
behind in their school work. Secondly, they describe 
38 
programs which emphasize a vocational education component, 
as well as programs which emphasize counseling and social 
services. 
Berlin and Dudl (1986) argues that vulnerable students 
in the middle grades and high school are clearly in need of 
academic support which could possibly address their basic 
skill deficits. The greatest need is to serve those 
students who score in the bottom half of the basic skill 
tests. For example, 21 percent of 14 and 15 year old 
students who scored in the lowest percentile on the test 
have dropped out of school, compared to 3 percent of those 
in the highest percentile. 
The Literature on Dropout Intervention 
The literature on school dropouts rarely focuses 
specifically on the unique needs of urban middle and high 
school students. Current research on school dropouts, for 
example, makes clear that early school leaving has roots in 
both student characteristics and school processes. Schools 
can and must help vulnerable students cope with the social 
circumstances that put them at risk. However, school can 
and must also change the school-based experiences that 
contribute to dropping out. 
Intervention includes efforts that approach the problem 
from a short-term perspective by putting resources to work 
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at the high school level, as well as more long-term plans 
that focus on the needs of at-risk students. 
Dropout prevention programs, like dropouts, are defined 
differently in different districts. Mary Ann Raywid (1987), 
for example notes that ’’everything we do is dropout 
prevention!" including federally sponsored efforts in 
bilingual, vocational and special education. A recent 
review of prevention programs by the Center for the Study of 
Social Policy found that: 
thousands exist throughout the country. Nearly 
every school district will report that it has at 
least one program that can be considered dropout 
prevention. Sometimes this is merely a once-a- 
year counseling session or a letter sent home to 
parents reminding them of the importance of 
encouraging their children to stay in school. 
Other times, it may be a full-time program 
involving hundreds of students (p. 19). 
According to Cipollone and Ward (1986) a second caution 
is that most of this literature is descriptive rather than 
evaluative. Few dropout programs construct systematic, 
objective evaluations or chart pre and post test performance 
in specially-defined actions. McDill, Natriello & Pallas 
(1985) and Hamilton (1986) completed a comparative analysis 
across programs. It was difficult, because the availability 
of unsuccessful programs have found, many observers agree, 
that generalizability is not high. School districts, 
communities, students and teachers vary considerably from 
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place to place and what may work in one setting may not in 
another. Cipollone (1986), NEA (1985 1986), Mann (1986) 
addressed some of the issues in a recent literature review 
prepared by the United States General Accounting Office 
(1987). The study found: 
Based on our review of the evaluation and other 
literature summaries, it is not generally known 
"what works" in terms of specific interventions to 
prevent youth from dropping out of school, 
encouraging their reentry, or recruiting and 
retaining them "second chance" employment and 
training programs. This is due in part to 
limitations in research and evaluations seeking to 
determine the effectiveness of particular 
approaches (p. 29). 
A third issue that adds to the problematic nature of 
the literature is that the prevention efforts usually do not 
stress a single component. Rather, they incorporate a 
variety of options, such as counseling, vocational guidance, 
development and reinforcement of basic skills, and 
opportunities for employment. Therefore, dropout prevention 
may be more accurately viewed as a "braid" of different 
program strands versus a single discernible project. What 
this suggests is that when districts are able to say that 
their "program" works, it is difficult to say precisely 
"what piece" of the program is most successful. 
Given the limitations, the prevention literature may be 
best viewed and utilized as a set of program approaches or 
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trends which can be grouped under three headings: (a) 
alternative learning structures, (b) work experience, and 
(c) supplemental service. These areas are discussed in the 
next section. 
Alternative Learning Structures 
USA Today (1983 July 23) states that alternative 
learning structures are based on the premise that potential 
dropouts require a setting that is physically apart from the 
mainstream. They utilize the research on dropout 
characteristics to craft an organizationally and 
structurally based response. Sometimes this can be a full- 
fledged alternative school in a separate building; other 
times it can be an alternative school-within-a-school, or a 
"cluster program" (p. 12b). 
Vocational/Work Experience Program 
Another major ingredient in the prevention program 
focuses on providing at-risk students with opportunities to 
develop their potential A potential for employment. The 
literature indicates that dropouts tend to be students who 
were tracked educationally. The preventive programs help to 
prepare students for the world. It has been interesting and 
more relevant in the lives of many students. 
Hamilton (1986) and Barclay (1979) clai%i that 
vocational and work experience programs provide students 
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with opportunities to learn specific vocational skills that 
actually lead to work experiences. These programs prepare 
students for the world of work, therefore, they are more 
attractive to potential employers. These programs also 
serve as an incentive to keep students in school. Programs 
like these guarantee the low income youth minimum wage jobs; 
part-time jobs during the school year and full-time jobs 
during the summer. These job opportunities are conditioned 
in that the student remains in school. Farkas (1982) 
contends that many of these efforts received mixed reviews 
in their ability to keep students in school. There are 
indications that the promise of employment had a positive 
effect on potential dropout rates in some communities. 
The Center for the Study of Social Policy (1986b) 
claim that in many communities, efforts at dropout 
prevention via the vocational/work experience have been 
assisted by school business partnerships. This strengthens 
the link between education and work for students while 
improving relations between school and businesses. Farrar 
and Cipollone (1985) believes that the most notable 
endeavor is the Boston Compact. It is an agreement by which 
businesses agree to preferentially hire Boston Public School 
graduates and to provide summer and after-school jobs to 
those students who remain in school. This concept is 
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particularly attractive to the students who graduate from 
school. The program also involves city-wide efforts which 
included local universities and trade unions. Although not 
as extensive, the partnerships hold the promise of 
employment for students. Other cities most notable for this 
concept are Portland, Oregon, Oakland, California, and 
Hartford, Connecticut. 
Supplemental Services 
Another traditional approach to dropout prevention is 
the provision of supplemental services. It is this kind of 
programming that is drawn most directly from the literature 
on dropout characteristics. It emphasizes students rather 
than structures, attempting to assist them with some of the 
problem areas that may affect their decision to drop out of 
school. 
Counseling is one of the most popular services offered 
at-risk students. This can take the form of group or 
individual sessions that are designed to assist students 
with interpersonal problems that may be interfering with 
academic performance to social development. 
Compensatory education is another common supplemental 
service. Some authors believe this to be the most important 
component of any dropout prevention effort. Berlin (1983), 
after reviewing a number of youth employment and training 
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"efforts", flatly stated: "In summary, providing work 
experience without remedial education does not have a large 
effect on the drop-out rates of disadvantaged youth" (p. 
36). Berlin further asserts that remedial education varies 
in form. It ranges from federally funded efforts such as 
"Title I". Berlin contends, perhaps one of the most 
important examples of long-term dropout prevention has 
recently emerged from the evaluation of one federal 
compensatory effort: Head Start. Schweinhart and Weikart 
(1980) and Harvard Education Letter (January, 1986) implies 
that researchers have been able to document that 15 years 
after their participation. Head Start students were less 
likely to drop out of school than those students who had not 
participated in this program. While an effort such as this 
may not have a great deal of significance for comprehensive 
middle and high schools, it is indicative of what can be 
done when adequate time and resources are devoted to dropout 
prevention. 
The Massachusetts Advocacy Center (1986) notes that 
dropout prevention programs described as promising in the 
literature typically fall into three major categories: (a) 
they are programs which primarily address academics, usually 
designed for students who have fallen behind in their school 
work; (b) they are programs which emphasize a vocational 
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education component; and (c) they are programs which 
emphasize counseling and social services. Sometimes these 
services are offered to a specific population such as 
pregnant or parenting students. Other times to students who 
are referred by the school staff. Within each category, 
most efforts are conceived as "add-on programs, existing at 
the margins of traditional school experience. Often 
developed out of the concern of one particular teacher, many 
are funded by "soft" money. In recent years, as the dropout 
problem has become more widely acknowledged and discussed, 
these programs, while still add-ons, have become more 
institutionalized, but many are still seen as the last stop 
students make before stepping out of the schoolhouse door. 
Conclusion 
Researcher Gary Wehlage (1968) from the University of 
Wisconsin, stated at Boston's Spring Conference, "The 
process of becoming a dropout is complex because the act of 
rejecting an institution as fundamental to the society as 
school must also be accompanied by the belief that the 
institution has rejected the person." Wehlage's work 
focuses on the ways students' negative school based 
experiences can accumulate to the point where a student 
comes to believe that school is not for him/her and 
withdraws from school. 
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In Boston in 1987-88, more students dropped out than 
graduated. These students are as much the "products" of 
Boston schools as are our graduates. While some said that 
schools alone cannot solve the dropout problem, the 
researcher believes that schools should acknowledge the 
research and review policies and practices that create 
negative experiences for the at-risk student. 
The ability for schools to identify potential dropouts 
is critical to the development of any prevention or 
intervention programming. If schools do not systematically 
screen students to identify at-risk students, then they 
cannot begin to address the problem of dropouts in our 
society, never mind prevent students from falling through 
the educational gaps. 
To that end, the researcher attempts to add to the body 
of research data pertaining to the students who are at risk 
of dropping out of school. This study focuses on the at- 
risk middle school student, and his/her perceptions and 
experiences as they relate to the dropout problem. 
CHAPTER III 
METHODOLOGY 
Introduction 
The purpose of this study was to identify and to 
analyze the experiences of ten middle school students who 
dropped out of school. Though these students have returned 
to alternative programs, they remain marginal, deeply 
skeptical regarding the school system. This study shows 
that they are quite likely to drop out again if 
circumstances were to dictate. The students were 
interviewed to provide data in order to draw conclusions 
regarding reasons why they became dropouts. 
The research method chosen to accomplish this task was 
based on Coles' (1991) interview model. Coles' methodology 
was based on his experiences as a clinician, practicing 
pediatrician and child psychologist. His method was 
narrative, not through surveys or questionnaires, which he 
respects but does not use. Coles adds to his base knowledge 
through observation, guided interviews, and clinical 
inquiry. Coles focuses on what a young person expresses, 
what he/she thinks, and what he/she talks about in his/her 
own manner and time. Coles believes that, while a child may 
not show comprehension in a formal academic setting, or 
through written structured inquiry (in choosing among 
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multiple choice alternatives), he/she may articulate an 
understanding of their lives and experiences through 
observation and guided interviewing. 
Coles begins this process by meeting the child in 
his/her own environment, where there is a sense of security. 
Many of his interviews take place on an Indian reservation, 
not in a school or government building or social scientist's 
offices, but in the natural setting, a child's home. 
To gain the child's trust. Coles works to achieve a 
rapport with his subjects. Coles often plays the role of 
the student, and encourages the child to act as the teacher, 
so that the latter feels empowered and free of restriction. 
Coles believes that his subjects then feel free to discuss 
their lives and experiences openly. 
Coles' interviewing method centered around drawings 
subjects were asked to do. Subjects put their personal 
lives, their assumptions, experiences, possibilities, and 
constraints into their drawings and paintings. In employing 
Coles' method, the researcher attempted to add to the 
knowledge regarding the adolescent's mindset as he/she made 
the decision to drop out of school. The researcher met the 
subjects in the neutral setting of a social and recreational 
center. An effort was made to create a trusting 
relationship while the researcher solicited their stories 
49 
through guided interviews. The researcher followed Coles' 
method, to listen and to record. Then the researcher 
observed pictures received to attempt to make sense of what 
was obtained. Once the data was collected, the researcher 
employed Strauss' (1967) grounded theory in order to draw 
the final conclusions. 
Strauss and Glaser (1967) first proposed this method in 
their work, The Discovery of Grounded Theory. This method 
was based on an empirical theory that consisted of field- 
based interviews and observations. Strauss has gone on to 
advance the "grounded theory" method in subsequent writings 
with other researchers. 
The grounded theory was derived from studying the 
phenomenon it represents. The theory was discovered, 
developed and verified through systematically collecting of 
relative data. The data was then analyzed pertaining to its 
phenomenon. Strauss and Corbin (1991) does not begin with a 
theory and then prove it, but begins with an area of study, 
with a relevant theory eventually emerging (p. 23). 
This involves four criteria: (a) fit, a class link 
between the data and its explanatory theory; (b) 
understanding, the theory should make sense; (c) generality, 
the theory should be broad enough to extend to related 
areas, as well as to the particular setting; and (d) 
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control, the theory should enable the reader to better grasp 
the subjects of the study because of this new understanding. 
The researcher gathered material through pictures and 
interviews. The data was analyzed and finally, conclusions 
were drawn. The decision to use the qualitative method was 
made, because the purpose of the study was not to argue an 
issue from established sources, but rather to discuss the 
perceived "realities” of ten middle school subjects, as they 
articulated responses to the researcher. The researcher 
attempted to build a data base from which educators could 
draw to define the perceptions and attitudes that provoked 
certain students to drop out of school. It was the 
researcher's contention that students behave accordingly to 
the way they perceive their life situations. Research 
showed that some students make decisions based on those 
perceptions. Efforts to interview the subjects were a 
challenge. To call on subjects to respond to the interview 
questions required courage on their part. Initially, there 
was some opposition. 
Role of the Researcher 
Qualitative method required an active role of the 
researcher in order to gather, to analyze, and to interpret 
the obtained data. It was therefore essential to present 
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the experiences and perspectives of the researcher, hence 
the biographical data is offered. 
The researcher is a black, urban elementary school 
teacher with thirty-one (31) years of experience in the 
Boston Public School system. Having grown up in rural South 
Carolina, the researcher watched the social and economic 
conditions of the 1940's and 1950's effectuate three of her 
brothers to drop out of school. The results were 
detrimental and had a tremendous outcome on the family. The 
researcher perceived the dropout problem as a critical issue 
and was strongly committed to pursuing knowledge regarding 
its prevention. 
The researcher interviewed ten middle school dropouts, 
drawing on her own experience and understanding of their 
home and school lives. The researcher also studied 
thoroughly the literature concerning dropouts. The 
researcher was careful to avoid imposing personal 
predisposition on the subjects. To that end, the following 
actions were followed in the interest of gaining 
objectivity. The researcher enlisted a colleague to 
interview her, regarding the anticipated responses from the 
subjects. It was expected that biases would emerge in this 
process. The researcher listened to the interview tape and 
transcribed it. The researcher was careful to set aside 
52 
personal predispositions. It was also expected that through 
the process, the researcher would internalize personal 
feelings to gain the objectivity needed in order to act in a 
truly unbiased and scientific manner. 
Role of Literature in the Research Process 
In preparation for this study, intensive research was 
done concerning literature on the characteristics, causes 
and possible remedies of the dropout problem. The 
literature helped sensitize the researcher and the reader to 
the problem, the terms and the relevant major questions. 
However, this body of knowledge did not influence the 
attitudes or perceptions of the researcher, or the students 
who were interviewed. It supports the interview research, 
but did not shape it, as the researcher studied the 
particular perspectives on the dropout problem. 
Setting 
The researcher assumed that the trust and openness 
required to gain the necessary information would not be 
easily achieved if the interviews were to take place in a 
school setting. A different setting was required, one that 
was recreational, non-threatening and supportive of the 
interviewees. The setting did not single out interviewees 
as at-risk students and dropouts. Therefore, the researcher 
conducted the interviews at one of several local Boys and 
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Girls Clubs and community centers within an urban area, a 
common place which focuses on at-risk youngsters. 
The scheme was to contact the head administrator of 
each club and center, present credentials, and discuss the 
purpose of the study. The researcher then requested an 
interview with the administrator, who was expected to 
support the study. The researcher gave an overview of the 
study and explained in detail the goals and methods of the 
research. Since this endeavor benefited the students and 
the community as a whole, the researcher anticipated full 
cooperation. 
The researcher then attended the Saturday sessions of 
the Club or Center and became familiar with the students. 
During this process, subjects also became familiar with the 
researcher, a person whom they could trust. The researcher 
began to identify the subjects who seemed most suitable for 
a formal interview. 
Subjects and Population 
The population to be interviewed consisted of ten 
subjects, five females and five males at the middle school 
level. Their ages ranged from ten (10) to thirteen (13) 
years. The subjects are dropouts at the middle school 
level, who have returned to an alternative school setting. 
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As previously stated this study was to select five 
males and five females, to include a representative sampling 
of several racial and ethnic groups attending (or not 
attending) the middle schools. From the sampling 
population, the researcher concentrated on students with 
whom a trust and rapport was developed. Subjects that were 
reasonably verbal, and who were able to speak openly and 
honestly about their circumstances. 
Once subjects were identified, the researcher contacted 
their parents by phone, identified her role as an educator 
and researcher and requested permission to interview their 
child at the club or center. The researcher described the 
interview process, its purpose, and answered any questions 
the parents had regarding the nature of the research, and 
the dissemination of information upon completion. 
Permission was granted, the researcher mailed Informed 
Consent sheets (Appendix A) with a stamped, self-addressed 
envelope. The researcher enclosed a second sheet for the 
subject to sign, and a cover letter that reviewed the basic 
agreement, and the time and day of the intended interview 
(Appendix B). 
Interviews 
The interviews were conducted by the researcher. The 
subjects were met in a comfortable environment, and engaged 
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in casual conversation to establish their confidence and 
openness for dialogue. The interviews took place in two 
phases, modeled on the method in The Spiritual Life of 
Children (Robert Coles, 1991, p. 41). 
The researcher asked each subject to draw three 
pictures. One was of a teacher, one of the school the 
subject attended and one of his/her home. The researcher 
then asked each subject to explain or describe what he/she 
had drawn in each of the pictures, following the review of 
the pictures, the researcher engaged the subjects in a 
dialogue that focused on a series of probing questions based 
on what the subject presented in his/her pictures. The lead 
for the questions was taken from the subject's pictures. 
The following questions indicate (although not necessarily 
word-for-word) the kinds of questions that were asked: 
1. Is the teacher angry? 
2. What is the person in the picture saying? 
3. What does the person want the children to do? 
4. How does the person feel? Why? 
5. How do the students feel? Why? 
6. What are the students doing? 
7. Do they like doing that? Why? 
The researcher used these pictures as a framework to probe 
the life experiences of the subjects. The researcher asked 
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the subjects to discuss their lives, in terms of home and 
school, and the at-risk or dropout experience. Each 
interview lasted from 40 minutes to an hour. 
With permission from the parents and subjects, the 
researcher taped record each of the conversations, and 
retained for analysis the three pictures done by each 
subject. Immediately after the interview, the researcher 
made notes on each of the items which the subject responded. 
The researcher analyzed all information of the 
communication, the body language and other nonverbal 
actions. The researcher noted immediate impressions and 
interpretations of the subjects' behaviors and perceptions 
regarding school, home and dropping out. Once the 
interviews were completed, the tapes were individually 
transcribed. The researcher took the first copy of the 
first interview, reread it and marginally noted the topics 
of conversation for each subject. Paragraphs were 
developed. On a separate page, the researcher listed these 
topics for later reference. The same procedure was followed 
for each of the other interviews. The topics were 
categorized and catalogued as they occurred thus produced 
the data base for analysis. 
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Once all the topics were recorded, the researcher 
surveyed the data provided by the interviews and noted in a 
master list which topics received general attention from the 
majority of the interviewees. 
Two activities followed. First, the researcher 
considered the general topics, and considered the elements 
of a common set. The key linkage was identified Schatzman 
and Strauss (1991) serves to unify the topics leading to the 
discovery of the basic meaning that the students gave to the 
dropout experience. The researcher simultaneously collected 
all the expressions or conversational quotations and stories 
which the subjects linked to each of the major themes. 
Important data emerged. The data was analyzed according to 
the following criteria: (a) the basic story line, (b) the 
characteristics of each theme, (c) the properties which make 
up its unique description, and (d) significant remarks and 
anecdotes made by the subjects to illustrate each theme. 
In summary, the data was collected and categorized 
according to themes, the researcher explicated the narrative 
of the various themes that emerged, fully expressed in 
descriptive analysis of the subjects' quotations and 
stories. Stories were accompanied by illustrative 
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expressions of drawings. The data was then analyzed 
qualitatively, as a descriptive analysis in narrative form 
of each of the subject's responses. 
Finally, these narratives were edited, and there was a 
search for significant material. The researcher developed 
unifying interpretations of the subjects' perceptions of the 
dropout experience. This was followed by suggestions, drawn 
from the data, on possible solutions to confront the dropout 
problem. The summary and conclusions were drawn from the 
data that was based entirely on the attitudes and 
perceptions expressed in the interviews. 
CHAPTER IV 
DISCUSSION AND ANALYSIS OF DATA 
This study involved interviewing ten urban children who 
have dropped out of middle school. The purpose was to 
understand how they had experienced their world and 
particularly their school lives. The purpose was to try to 
understand their reasons for dropping out and how that 
served their purposes. 
This chapter offers an organized, selective 
presentation of the materials. Included are the drawings 
and interviews of the ten subjects, in an attempt to reveal 
their stories. The researcher offered a profile of the 
subjects that included their drawings and their comments 
about their creative work. Then the researcher focused on 
the major themes of their conversations, particularly 
regarding the issue of dropping out of school. In this 
study, personal names and other identifying characteristics 
have been changed to ensure anonymity. 
The reader will find that some of the profiles are 
longer than others. The reason for this is that some 
subjects were more verbal and open than other subjects that 
participated in this study. Some subjects offered little 
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information and were reluctant or embarrassed to discuss 
their pictures. Others were not impressed by the value or 
seriousness of the task. 
Subjects' Profiles 
Max: Max was an interesting boy who displayed a curious 
combination of opposites. He exhibited 
characteristics of both a dropout child as well as a 
rebellious one. He appeared to be success-oriented 
and an upwardly mobile student. He is a fifteen-year 
old, African American boy who comes from an intact 
family. He has a mother, a father and a younger 
sister. Max also has an older brother that attends 
college in upstate New York. Both parents are 
employed. Max's father works in a hospital, and his 
mother as a data entry processor. 
Max was a well dressed boy. He wore a designer denim 
outfit. He also wore several gold rings and 
necklaces. Max was pleased regarding his display of 
wealth. The researcher asked Max where he worked. 
"Nowhere,” he replied with a mischievous smile, "I do 
not work any place." Max informed the researcher 
that the money did not come from his family. Further 
questioning did not persuade Max to reveal his 
sources. 
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Max knew a lot regarding schools. He had attended 
many and had been forced out of several, including a 
parochial school. He spoke positively of a favorite 
science teacher, noting that science was his favorite 
subject. Most of his comments about school were 
negative. Max hated his last principal because he 
thought he behaved like Malcolm X, and enjoyed 
showing off. Max regarded this behavior as stupid. 
Max did not like the way some teachers treated him. 
"Just because I was bad they would not let me join 
any of the groups," he replied. "Bad" meant that Max 
would throw things like spit balls at his teachers. 
This behavior got him expelled from several schools. 
Max did not get along well with his peers. "I 
terrorized them, sprayed them with paint, would throw 
things at them, beat them, and throw them into the 
toilets," Max roared. The researcher made no attempt 
to corroborate his stories, but it was interesting 
that his teacher/principal stories were more 
restrained. 
Max had little to say regarding his pictures. Nor 
did he comment on them. The pictures displayed some 
of his home perspectives. His home was surrounded by 
grass but as otherwise nondescriptive other than a 
#•* • 
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Figure 4.1 
Max's pictures 
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door, and one window in the attic. By contrast, his 
school was given even less perspective. It was 
encircled with black. It had no windows or doors. 
Max displayed nothing in his drawings that connected 
him emotionally with school. The one ray of hope was 
a smiling stick figure of a teacher, Mr. Tran, the 
favorite science teacher who had made it clear that 
he liked Max. [See Figure 4.1.] 
Sabrina: 
Sabrina is a fourteen-year old African American, who 
lives in a two-family home with her mother, a brother 
and two sisters. Her parents are separated; her 
father lives in Virginia. To support the family, 
Sabrina's mother works two jobs. Sabrina spoke 
warmly and positively about her family. Her social 
life centers around a local Baptist church, which she 
attends every Sunday. Sabrina sings in the youth 
choir. She also dates a boy who attends the church. 
While Sabrina's ambition is to finish high school and 
attend college, she has not liked either elementary 
or middle school. She dropped out for a year. She 
complained that the teachers were mean to her, and 
that they insisted that she do tasks which, she felt, 
they knew she was unable to do. Sabrina now attends 
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Sabrina's pictures 
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an alternative school, where she can make up the work 
lost when she dropped out of school. 
Sabrina portrays her home as filled with warmth, 
indicated by puffs of smoke coming from the chimney 
and stars that surrounds the home. Given a three 
dimensional presentation, it has many windows and 
curtains, with two people sitting inside conversing. 
By contrast, her school picture shows a mighty 
fortress or dungeon, with only one door and no 
windows. A small flag flies from one pinnacle, 
suggesting who rules this domain. The school showed 
no signs of life. In contrast to the picture of the 
home there were two sets of swings for recreation 
stand outside its walls. Finally, there is a picture 
of her teacher at the alternative school. A very 
warm, welcoming person with arms outstretched, and a 
very positive smile on his face. Clearly, this is 
what a teacher should represent to Sabrina. [See 
Figure 4.2.] 
Ann Marie: 
Ann Marie is a very intelligent, neatly dressed, 
refined girl. She is fifteen. She has a very 
delicate voice, and speaks just above a whisper. She 
is an only child, who lives with her parents. Ann 
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Marie appears to be very quiet and reflective. She 
appears to have a lot on her mind, yet gets along 
very well with her teachers and peers at remedial 
school. 
Ann Marie's presence is in striking contrast to her 
story. She did not like her middle school which 
apparently angered her so much that she became 
rebellious, almost violent. 
"I was expelled,” she said, "because one teacher kept 
coming up into my face, accusing and belittling me." 
She had responded angrily and pushed the teacher, who 
later reported her. When she refused to apologize 
for her actions, the principal expelled Ann Marie 
from school. 
Ann Marie complained that the middle school teachers 
were not interested in teaching, and that they had 
favorites among the students. She observed, as did 
others, that some students would not be called on if 
they appeared to have known the answers to 
questions. They would be called upon however, if 
they did not know the correct answer. Ann Marie felt 
that the teachers did this to embarrass her in front 
of her peers. Ann Marie also recalled that the 
environment of the school was disruptive and hostile. 
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Figure 4.3 
Ann Marie's pictures 
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There was much fighting among the students. 
Ann Marie's ideal school is a place "where you can 
think, and where you do not have to worry about 
somebody looking at you all the time." She seeks an 
environment where the teachers pay attention to the 
students and are understanding. She also prefers 
small classes in which all the students get along. 
Her pictures were drawn in pencil rather than color. 
She attempted to give her picture a third dimension. 
The picture of her home flowed well. It had curtains 
on the windows and lush green trees on each side. 
Her school is quite institutional, but has lots of 
windows and wavy grass in front. "My teacher," she 
said, "was made up." Ann Marie's ideal teacher has a 
serene quality. "She is a teacher that listens to 
both sides of the story and won't jump to 
conclusions. She will let you talk," whispered Ann 
Marie. [See Figure 4.3.] 
Liz: Liz is a thirteen-year Old Cape Verdean who has a 
rather casual and likeable attitude toward school. 
In middle school, she did poorly academically: "I 
got a lot of F's, and found that the environment was 
full of violence and tension, usually triggered by 
the older students," she responded. Liz was annoyed 
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that the principal and teachers did nothing to bring 
order to the environment. Rumor had it that Liz once 
threatened to shoot the principal, which lead to her 
expulsion. 
Liz loves physical education and sports, especially 
volleyball, tennis, and swimming. In the Alternative 
School setting, she is an honor student and loves 
math and science. She believes that two teachers are 
nice to be with. Liz finds the Alternative School to 
be small with a friendly atmosphere. 
Liz has an artistic flair, as indicated in her 
drawings. Her portrait of the alternative school is 
surrounded by a fence. It has two trees that reflect 
the golden leaves of late fall. She has a keen eye 
for details. In her drawings, she depicts Venetian 
blinds, and the number ”33" on the doorstep. Her 
home is crowded by tall buildings, however they do 
not hide the birds in the sky. Liz selected to 
portray one of two teachers from the alternative 
school. The one she liked, rather than the one she 
disliked. All of the students in the picture 
appeared to be optimistic, rather than disgruntled 
and negative. 
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Liz hopes to be a lawyer when she grows up. [See 
Figure 4.4.] 
Tyi; Tyi was a different kind of dropout. He resembled 
the closer in behavior of students that were depicted 
in the reviewed literature. Tyi is a fifteen-year 
old African American who dates a nineteen-year old 
young man. She is very attractive and appears to be 
very sophisticated for her age. Yet at one time she 
was very aggressive and had been discharged from 
several middle schools for disciplinary problems. 
She did not trust me at first. She appeared to be 
quite shy, but soon she became more open as our 
relationship developed. She said she had belonged to 
a gang, and was given the job of stealing to support 
the constant fighting. In one incident, she stabbed 
a pregnant girl and killed her unborn child. Tyi 
received six months in jail for her actions. She has 
now left the gang, and wants to lead a better life. 
Tyi lives in a foster home. Her foster parents are 
separated, and her father lives in California. Her 
foster mother had trouble controlling her within the 
foster home. Tyi also lives with her two younger 
sisters. Three older brothers live in the South with 
relatives, and a younger brother lives with an aunt. 
Figure 4.4 
Liz's pictures 
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Her ambition is to finish middle school in an 
alternative setting, and, "someday get into high 
school." 
Tyi's picture of her home is hardly elaborate, but is 
three dimensional, with broad, heavy lines, and 
windows with curtains. By contrast, her school is 
presented as a two dimensional structure with a huge 
door with the name, "Samuel Lowe," strongly 
emphasized. There are no windows, no grounds, and 
nothing alive. By contrast, her teacher is very 
alive, with long curly hair and outstretched arms. 
This represents Tyi's science and math teacher, of 
whom she spoke warmly. "She gave us a lot of pizza 
parties and encouraged us to learn." Tyi quickly 
adds, "But this teacher was an exception; the others 
at the school were boring." [See Figure 4.5.] 
Lisa: Lisa is a fifteen year old Hispanic girl. She was 
expelled from the Alexander Grant School for 
disruptive behavior. She is now in an alternative 
school, Grant's Back to School Program, and hopes to 
attend Bunker Hill High School in the fall. Lisa's 
parents did not go to high school, but her father 
makes a good living as a machinist. Her mother is a 
Figure 4.5 
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housewife. Lisa spoke of her mother's preparing 
dinners. Lisa has one older sister, who is an F.B.I. 
agent. 
Lisa's home is an apartment house in her picture. It 
is a two dimensional structure with lights shining 
from some windows. She describes her apartment as 
large, with many rooms on two floors. She is proud 
to have a room of her own. Her school is presented 
more colorfully than her drawing of her home. She 
spoke of attending three schools. The Grant School 
where she had problems. Lisa participated in fights 
among the students. She was expelled, but can return 
at the end of the year if she wishes: she does not 
plan to. Lisa's present school, the Back to School 
Alternative Program, is fun for her. The lessons are 
better, there are more games, and the teachers are 
more understanding. Lisa's drawing of her teacher, 
Miss Ball, is not available, but she is described as 
"cool, easy going, understanding, and funny." The 
teacher uses educational games to motivate and to 
involve her students. Lisa feels that students 
really learn under Miss Ball. [See Figure 4.6.] 
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Lisa's pictures 
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Israel: 
Israel is a fifteen-year old, Spanish-speaking boy, 
who is very quiet and soft-spoken. He moves slowly 
and cautiously. He was very reluctant to offer any 
opinions. His father has left home, but they have 
occasional contact. Israel lives with his mother, 
and has four sisters and four brothers. Two brothers 
and one sister are in college. 
Israel dropped out of the Greenleaf Whittier Middle 
School because a boy bullied him and made his life 
miserable. Israel felt that the teachers nor 
principal responded to this problem. 
His home drawing appears to be an aerial view of a 
housing project. His school picture is large and 
fairly well drawn. Israel was impressed with how 
large it is. Israel objected, not only to the 
harassment he received in school, but also to the 
school's distance from his home. The apparent 
rudeness of the teachers also troubled him. He did 
not like the angry atmosphere. 
Most of Israel's conversation centered around one 
teacher. Miss Duffy, whom he liked. "She cared about 
me. Once when I missed school, she called my home. 
She continually encouraged me to stay out of 
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Figure 4.7 
Israel's pictures 
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trouble." He liked her classes because she was funny 
and was a very good teacher. "She really taught me," 
Israel replied guietly. [See Figure 4.7.] 
Jamie: 
Jamie is a fourteen-year old African American 
student. The researcher interviewed him with his 
close friend, Alex. Their fathers work together. 
After several weeks of promises, Jamie agreed to be 
interviewed, but on this particular day he seemed to 
be a bit disoriented, possibly because of drug usage. 
Jamie was inexpensively but neatly dressed and had a 
trim haircut. His parents are together and have nine 
boys, of which Jamie is the youngest. His mother is 
a chef and his father is a cab driver. While being 
interviewed, Jamie toyed with $32.00, telling the 
researcher shyly that tomorrow he would have more. 
Asked if he worked, Jamie led the researcher to 
understand that "I like for people to mind their own 
business." The researcher's understanding is that 
Jamie was expelled from his previous middle school 
and has a choice of this alternative school, or 
Division of Youth Services. 
Jamie would offer little commentary on his pictures. 
His home is depicted as simple, two-dimensional, 
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somewhat detailed. Actually, it looks more like a 
detail of the Smith School, with the first floor 
classroom inside out to show the rows of seats along 
the window. The Smith School drawing is similar but 
less precise than the real school. Nevertheless, he 
added some color to his picture of the school. 
Jamie, however, brings to life with his drawing of a 
male teacher at his present alternative school. It 
is worth noting that almost all the children who drew 
this teacher, Dave, gave him an Afro hair style 
though he does not have one. Jamie was outspokenly 
negative about the other teachers, but liked this 
instructor. [See Figure 4.8.] 
Doug: Doug is a shy, handsome fifteen-year old African 
American student. His father has left the family and 
lives in another state. Doug lives with his mother, 
two older brothers, and a younger brother. In 
addition, the two oldest brothers have dropped out of 
school, and have moved out of the home. Doug and his 
family attend church every Sunday. Doug is very 
athletic. He likes gym, tennis and basketball, in 
addition to hockey. 
Doug dropped out of middle school on his own. He did 
not like the school, found the day too long. He also 
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Jamie's pictures 
81 
felt that the teachers had "flip mouths,” the 
students had bad attitudes, and all of them were 
boring. Somewhat self-sufficient, Doug played hockey 
for a month then dropped out and refused to return 
until he found an alternative school. He likes this 
school - "it's nice and small” - and wants to 
continue his education, but not at the regular 
school. 
Doug's picture of his home has some interesting 
features (e.g. a fanlight over the door, and a brick 
chimney), and has three-dimensional overtones, but 
offers little of the warmth and human element that 
other children may portray. Doug's school offers an 
interesting attempt to show the gym as the center of 
the building, but, more importantly, it is central to 
Doug's interests. It he shows the outside walls as 
surrounding the gym. His most interesting drawing is 
that of his gym teacher. In one way or another, she 
has truly caught Doug's imagination. [See Figure 
4.9. ] 
Peter: 
Peter is our final student. He is a fourteen-year 
old African American student. Peter's life has 
shifted from his home to DYS, with stops at a regular 
Figure 4.9 
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middle school, an alternative school, and a foster 
home. Peter is a middle child, between two brothers 
and two sisters. He is angry at his mother, who 
turned him over to DYS. Several aunts and uncles 
live in the home, and there was not enough room for 
Peter. Apparently, Peter had the habit of staying 
out late at night, and his mother could not control 
him. He looks forward to living with one of his 
older sisters, who likes him, but, for the present, 
likes his foster home. The foster family have three 
older boys who are grown and self-sufficient, but 
still live in the home. 
Given the circumstances, the foster family treats 
Peter in an adult manner. He is given $150.00 a 
month to spend, including buying his own clothing and 
attending concerts if he so wishes. Peter openly 
talks of smoking marijuana at concerts and parties. 
He likes the effects it has on him. On the other 
hand, he does not seem to be indulged; he is looking 
forward to working for the city this summer. 
Peter's drawing of his foster home appears to be an 
apartment. There is no evidence of identification, 
or disidentification; this seems to be an objective 
portrayal. His alternative school is shown in color, 
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although the windows are small as well as the door 
which may be intended to keep the outside world out. 
His alternative school teacher, Dave, is shown with 
his non-existent Afro, friendly and engaging. [See 
Figure 4.10.] 
Themes 
The focus of this chapter was to present the research 
data in an organized, selective that represents the 
perspectives of the subjects. While the first section was 
organized around individual cases, this section pivots on 
themes that occurred again and again in the interviews. As 
subjects were not particularly articulate and were often 
reticent. These themes were highly subjective perceptions 
of subjects and reflect their emotions. The opinions and 
comments of these subjects faithfully reflect their school 
experiences. 
These themes include teachers who encouraged them, 
those who opposed them, and the school environments, the 
school subjects liked and those that they left. The themes 
also includes the curriculum, with its relevance and 
irrelevance. The first theme discusses teachers. 
Teachers. Teachers were labeled as "caring" or "hassling." 
It was not always easy to distinguish how the subjects knew 
one from the other. They used terms commonly , but each 
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Figure 4.10 
Peter's pictures 
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subject had a different definition of the term. A "caring" 
teacher takes an active role/interest in each subject. She 
is fair with her students. A "hassling" teacher alienates 
her students. 
The subjects described a caring teacher as one who 
correctly assesses his/her student's learning. He/she knows 
what they understand and what they do not. He/she never 
calls on a student who cannot figure out the answer. 
Understanding teachers do not ask questions the student 
cannot answer. On the other hand, he/she does not give 
assignments that the students know well and are bored with. 
He/she is an engaging teacher, and knows the potential 
of her students. He/she never bores them with passive 
teaching, but engages them in conversation, activities, 
games and field trips. He/she is also nurturing and "reads 
to us every day." And "some teachers make jokes and make 
the students laugh; it is fun to be in their classes." 
But caring goes beyond learning; the teacher also cares 
about their attendance and calls if they are absent. The 
teacher will talk to their parents in a helpful way. 
Moreover, the teacher will pay attention if the student is 
in trouble. He/she does what he/she can to help. In 
summary, the caring teacher is personally interested in the 
child and shows it. 
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A caring teacher is pleasant to be around. He/she is 
fun, he/she laughs and makes the students laugh. He/she is 
congenial and gets along with the other teachers. 
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A "hassling” teacher is a negative version of the 
above. The subjects spent more time describing a caring 
teacher than they did the hassling teacher. There was a 
wide range of teachers that hassled students, as well as how 
they hassled them. Sometimes it was an attitude the subject 
perceived. Other times is was a set teacher behaviors. 
Hassling teachers humiliate the students, entrapping 
them by asking them difficult questions. This behavior 
embarrasses the student in front of his/her peers. If a 
hassling teacher senses that the student knows the answer, 
he/she will rarely raise the question. It was not clear if 
the hassling teacher did correctly assess the learning of 
his/her students. Therefore the teacher engages the 
students either beyond or below their learning level. 
Subjects felt that some teachers were simply hostile, and 
perceive them as intentionally nasty. 
The tendency of the hassling teacher was to play 
favorites among students, and alienate the others. Subjects 
felt teachers were unfair. If a student goes to such a 
teacher for help, that teacher did not listen, did not have 
time. The teacher would pretend that he/she did not hear 
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the student. The teacher was like a police officer, always 
bossing the students around. Moreover, significantly, these 
teachers "labeled” students. He/she informed other 
teachers, usually permanently stigmatizing the student. 
Such teachers were identified with tension and 
hostility in the school. They involved other teachers and 
frequently the principal as well. This unfriendly 
environment affects the students. In summary, the 
"hassling" teacher pushes the student away; he/she treats 
the student as an object to be controlled and managed, not 
as a person who comes to learn. 
School Environments. The subjects described opposing 
school environments, the supportive, and the isolator. 
These were middle school students who have failed in their 
transition from elementary school. At the elementary school 
they had a single teacher who knew each child individually 
and worked with that child all day long. In middle school, 
there were different classrooms with different teachers, who 
work with each student for only forty-five minutes a day. 
There you change classes, you do not stay in the same room 
all day. The elementary environment is more child oriented, 
personal and supportive, while the middle environment is 
more institutional, discipline-oriented, subject-oriented 
and impersonal. Max reported: 
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I'd be walking along the corridors and Miss D., she 
sees me and says, "How are you doing today, Max?” We'd 
talk for a few minutes and she would say, "Where're you 
going? What're you doing here? Where is your pass?" 
Miss D. had feelings for you and treated you like an 
individual. 
The subjects, even with their complaints, had some fond 
memories. They simply had not made the transition from 
elementary school to middle school successfully. They were 
unable to shift from a personal to an impersonal situation. 
Their present school (an alternative school) is small and 
highly interpersonal, and is spoken of positively by all the 
subjects. Some of the subjects stated that they liked the 
small school because you get to know all the students and 
teachers and that makes he/she feel good. By contrast, 
their drawings as well as their conversation presented the 
middle schools they dropped out of as fortresses or 
dungeons, ruled by adults for the detention or torture of 
the students. It is perceived as an alien, hostile, 
unhelpful atmosphere. One student said he didn't like the 
large school because someone was always looking at him/her. 
The hostility was experienced on several levels. One 
was with fellow students, individuals and gangs of students. 
One student describes surviving by joining a gang and 
becoming a dropout through gang activities. Sometimes the 
gang one subject belonged to wanted the subject to go with 
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them to steal in a nearby shopping area. Another related 
having to leave a school because another student 
consistently intimidated him emotionally and physically. He 
would like to go back to the regular school, but he just 
know the students would start picking on him again. School 
authorities seemed uninvolved and unhelpful in both cases. 
Some of the students were not personally involved in 
trouble, but were bothered by the fights and tensions of 
their school. They felt they could not learn in a situation 
of anger and confusion. 
Sometimes the hostility was with the student and 
his/her other teacher. Anna Marie describes a teacher who 
embarrassed her, caused her trouble as the teacher would 
continue to get right up in her face. This led to a 
standoff, which eventually escalated to include the 
principal and the student, and then to dismissal. 
Sometimes the hostility existed on the professional 
level. The subjects were aware of tensions at the teacher 
and teacher/principal level. The subject's response was 
similar to that of children hearing their parents fight, 
which produces insecurity and anxiety. 
Curricular topics. An infrequent topic of conversation 
concerned which subjects the students liked or disliked. 
The subjects saw school primarily in interpersonal terms. 
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rather than in curriculum subject terms. When they did talk 
about subjects, most preferred science and math because they 
saw these as active learning with games and actual physical 
involvement. They enjoyed science, because they did a lot 
of projects. Subjects also enjoyed the lab. One subject 
replied, "I like math; the teacher in this class is fun. 
She lets us do lots of problem solving." 
By contrast, the subjects saw social studies as their 
worst subject. They rejected lectures that required passive 
acceptance and very distant involvement. In discussing 
subjects, subjects usually spoke in terms of their new, 
alternative school and its science teacher ("Tony," to many 
of them), and not about their middle school experiences, 
"tony" was the science teacher, and science was interesting 
because of involvement: activities, hands-on experiments, 
field trips, and fun. 
If a student became passive and out of touch, or in 
need of the teacher's help, the results would be low test 
performances. This would cause alienation, make subjects 
feel unable to control their learning, and condemn them to 
"being dumb" and facing humiliation before their peers. 
When called upon, and not knowing the answers, the loss of 
face intensified, and the classroom became a scene of 
humiliation and frustration. Defeated, the student would 
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avoid the setting as much as possible. This, in turn, 
resulted in bad test scores, low grades, falling behind and 
eventually dropping out of school. Once started, only 
outside intervention could reverse the downward spiral. 
This process can sometimes be reversed. Some of the 
subjects described teachers and settings in which caring 
teachers affect rising spirals of achievement among 
subjects. 
Drugs. Drugs were randomly mentioned throughout the 
interviews. Despite the issue of criminality, two subjects 
discussed openly their drug use at parties and concerts. 
One subject appeared high and disoriented during the 
interview. Two others were personally proud, if silent, 
about narcotics as a new-found source of money and 
independence. Because of a series of academic difficulties, 
several fifteen year-old males were included in this study 
of middle school students. These males were old enough to 
be active in the neighborhood narcotics business, and to be 
beyond the control of their parents and guardians. A more 
extensive study, requiring long-term observation from inside 
the juvenile community, would be required to understand the 
role of drugs on middle school dropouts. It is not 
exclusively a school problem, but a community problem which 
influences all institutions, including the schools. 
In summary, the central theme of this research, which 
ties each of these separate themes together, is the 
subject's need to be recognized and supported as a person. 
The subjects are not ready for larger, institutional 
environments which deal with them as objects that can be 
served professionally but impersonally. They cannot cope 
with the indifference that often is part of a large 
organization. The subjects are identified more with 
surrogate homes and familial roles than with institutions 
and institutional roles. 
This concludes the two-part presentation of the data 
derived by the researcher from the ten middle school 
students. The final chapter interprets the information 
regarding why subjects dropped out of middle school. It 
compares this information to the research found in the 
second chapter. 
CHAPTER V 
SUMMARY, CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
This chapter offers the summary, conclusions and 
recommendations for further researchers as well as how 
educators, school and the community can more able to meet 
the needs of the student. This chapter summarizes the 
results of this study through the presentation and 
interpretation of data as the subjects perceived it. The 
results show indicators as to the causes of the dropout 
problem among ten middle school students. The researcher 
offers information to educators of how this knowledge might 
best be applied to our educational practices. After some 
reflection on her research methodology, the researcher will 
conclude with some suggestions for further research in this 
area. 
Summary 
The researcher's initial inquiry, as presented in 
Chapter I, was to define the experiences of ten middle 
school students who had "dropped out" of school and to learn 
why they did so. The researcher sought motivations for 
their behavior. For the purpose of this study, the 
researcher made two assumptions: (a) that the dropout 
student lacked academic and social skills, and (b) that they 
displayed negative attitudes regarding public schools 
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because they did not meet their educational and social need. 
The researcher was wrong on both counts. 
The research literature articulated ten characteristics 
of dropout students. The researcher's findings differed on 
eight of those ten characteristics. The characteristics of 
the students that the researcher studied did not fit the 
traditional simple pattern. They were not primarily poor, 
latch-key students from broken families who had poor social 
skills. The researcher was surprised that, while some 
subjects came from broken families, others came from intact 
families. Although some were poor, others were more 
financially stable and displayed a better off financially 
moderately successful life. Some were in trouble 
academically, but others were quite successful. Some had 
poor social skills and problems with their peer 
relationships, while others were quite social, athletic, and 
scholarly. The regular stereotype pattern did not exist 
among these subjects. 
The researcher's study focused on ten subjects who were 
a statistical sample for generalizations to be made in this 
study. As a qualitative study, no claim for an analysis of 
the dropout population was made. But it did have a 
representative quality, and at least raises questions about 
the customary social science presentations. However, 
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subjects who participated in this study were drawn from a 
group of students who had returned to alternative schools. 
This may make them less representative of the dropout 
problem as a whole, however, they were typical of those who 
sought to re-enter the traditional school system. 
Furthermore, the subjects that were interviewed while they 
were in alternative schools may have made a difference in 
their present attitude. In any case, they were not 
comparative to the literature in their characteristics 
although there were two exceptions: (a) they disliked the 
middle school they had left, and (b) their leaving was 
connected to school-related experiences, not to home or 
other sociological circumstances. 
A very strong pattern of perception emerged from the 
ten subjects as they talked and discussed reasons why they 
dropped out of school. All subjects expressed an alienation 
they felt in their former school setting. They also 
expressed positive feelings about their present school. 
Mostly the sense of connection they felt. Subjects told 
stories and expressed feelings about the violence and 
disruption at their former school, about being harassed by 
other students, about not being able to think, or learn or 
study in that disruptive environment, about angry teachers 
who insult students and treat them rudely. They spoke of 
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teachers embarrassing and confronting students, putting 
students down, and about various other actions that caused 
alienation. Subjects stories had an endless variety, but 
all carried the same message, the feeling of being alienated 
as well as an environment that was chaotic, angry and 
threatening. 
Most of the subjects had been relocated following 
several expulsions. They were relocated in small 
alternative schools that were familial and highly personal. 
The teachers liked being there, they knew and understood the 
students. They communicated well with them as they cared 
about the student's adjustment to the school, and desired 
that each student do well. The subjects liked the teachers 
and the subject matter. Subjects appeared to enjoy 
learning, and felt they were learning. They respected each 
other and, in some ways felt, without ever using the phrase, 
that they were in an interpersonal community. 
Most research in the field, have been done by 
sociologists and reflect their perspectives. The research 
differs substantially from this study's findings. In this 
study the subjects spoke psychologically, based on their own 
experiences. The subjects did not speak in generalizations 
about their negative experiences, but based most of the 
conversation on positive experiences in detail. The 
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pictures they drew of their teachers, for example were 
positive of favorite teachers, and even of fantasized and 
highly-positive teachers. The subjects did not dwell on 
angry, negative feelings, nor express these in their 
drawings. Although their drawings of school were of cold 
and distant and seemed to represent prison-like buildings. 
This materialized not from anger, but from a realistic 
reflection of how they perceived schools. The researcher 
was surprised by the predominantly positive attitude of her 
subjects. 
In summary, this study on dropouts from the middle 
school level shows that the students left environments that 
they perceived to be hostile and alienating. They chose to 
enlist in alternative schools which provided care and 
interpersonal engagement. 
The educational success of the at-risk student depends 
upon four groups currently working separately, which may 
account for the lack of success on the part of the at-risk 
student. The groups are: (a) educators, (b) schools. (c) 
parents, and (d) the community. These groups must function 
in an integrative way to accomplish the goal of successfully 
educating the at-risk student population. 
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Conclusions 
The researcher's findings suggest that schools should 
reconsider their objectives regarding school dropouts, 
rather than the urgency to consolidated schools. 
Today's schools tend to look at the budgetary 
efficiency, rather than from an educational perspective. 
Many sociologists have distinguished between institutions 
that are large, resembling factories. These schools are 
impersonal organizational communities. Successful formative 
education requires the latter school for the at-risk 
students should be small, familiar and personal. These 
students thrived educationally in the alternative schools. 
The schools were not only successful learning environments, 
but, it could be argued, as well to save the taxpayers large 
sums of money. The small, neighborhood school might be a 
significant budgetary saving; however, it would be a more 
effective educational institution. 
A second issue was also important, but impossible for 
schools to resolve, narcotics, which affects the dropout 
problem by attracting the frustrated student for whom 
educational growth seems too burdensome. Max with his gold 
chains and his companion with his roll of bills cannot but 
impress their fellow students. But the school system alone 
can do little about it. 
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The researcher did not foresee any difficulty in 
obtaining data for this study. As an elementary school 
teacher, the researcher felt that her skills in student 
/■ 
relationships would be helpful in the execution of this 
study. The researcher, however, did not foresee that the 
dropout students were pursued by social workers, as well as 
institutional representatives. Therefore subjects are 
suspicious of certain questions. Experience has long since 
taught them to be cynical and evasive. Initially, the 
researcher found the subjects to be suspicious, mocking and 
full of sarcasm toward the interviewer. This was obvious 
when the researcher, following the Coles model, met subjects 
in a one-to-one environment. It was apparent to the 
researcher to move into their group environment, and "hang 
out" for weeks, until they decided among themselves that the 
researcher could be trusted. Finally, the researcher 
expressed a need for their help in writing her paper on 
their reasons for dropping out, and they decided to help. 
Recommendations 
The researcher recommends that future studies 
concentrate on small, community schools to answer these 
questions: 
1. Do these solve the dropout problem? 
2. Under what conditions? 
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3. Could a study be made, in particular, of the Log 
School and its two teachers? 
4. Why are they so successful with a population with 
which others have failed? 
5. Is a positive interpersonal factor a central 
priority? 
6. Has this issue been addressed successfully in a 
large school? How? 
The result of this study clearly indicates that middle 
school students have strong opinions about their teachers, 
principal(s), parents, schools, and their community. 
Future researchers may wish to address some of the 
unexplored questions and topics: 
(a) Parent support for the school 
(b) student achievement and behavior 
(c) educators, parents, and community conferences 
(d) parent information about the school 
(e) adjustment in curriculum and instructions 
These areas need additional attention in order to find 
what necessary conditions should be activated so that 
students, parents, and middle school educators can 
communicate more effectively. In-depth studies of the 
attitudes of middle school students, parents, teachers, and 
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educators toward the dropout problems in the schools are 
needed in every sense of the word. Two questions remain: 
(1) How can middle school educators be educated in 
pre-service and in-service programs to increase to 
update their knowledge of school, family, and 
student problems? 
(2) Is there any evidence that pre-service and in- 
service education has or has not had any effect on 
the problem of middle school dropouts? 
Researchers need to identify middle schools where 
unusual numbers of students drop out of school. Then, 
through the implementation of qualitative case studies, they 
should determine what tactics led to the high rates of 
dropouts. 
Researchers also need to identify, document, and 
describe pilot projects in middle school which develops new 
innovative approaches to help students remain in school. 
Administrators, teachers, and other professionals must 
share the responsibility of providing effective and 
efficient instruction for all students. The teacher is the 
leader of the classroom and, as such, should lead by 
example. A major concern of the classroom teacher should be 
to help build a positive self-concept for all students. 
Each student should be treated with respect, and his/her own 
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worth as a person should be validated in the classroom on a 
regular basis. Many dropouts have a negative self-image and 
a very low self-esteem. Wehlage and Rutter (1986) found 
that school factors related to discipline were significant 
in contributing to the decision to drop out. They measured 
the level of teacher interest in students as perceived by 
students, then, student perceptions of the effectiveness of 
discipline, and finally student perceptions of disciplinary 
unfairness. The at-risk students tended to perceive the 
effectiveness and fairness of discipline as low. 
At-risk students need administrators and teachers who 
are willing to take risks in providing new and innovative 
programs. They must be committed to the task of minimizing 
the negative effects of race, poverty, and other social, 
economic, and cultural variables and maximize their efforts 
toward enhancing the quality of educational programs. 
Jonathon Kozol, George McKenna, Jaime Escalante, and Marva 
Collins all provide positive role models for educators. 
These individuals believed that, for education to be 
effective, those charged with the task should be caring and 
supportive persons who have high expectations for their 
students. The classroom environment must be one that is 
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nonthreatening to the students, and the interactions between 
student and teacher and student and student should be based 
on respect. 
Educators must accept students with all their problems 
in a nonjudgmental manner. They must identify those 
characteristics of students that cause them to be at risk; 
these factors may be a result of academic, social, or 
economic conditions. Once identified, administrators and 
teachers must devise curricula and teaching strategies that 
will be effective with all students, including at-risk 
students. A measure of success for all students should be 
assured by teaching strategies and the curricula. This 
success can then be rewarded and used as positive 
reinforcement. In addition, the classroom teacher must work 
with the school and the parents to make referrals either 
directly or through the school counseling office to assist 
the at-risk student with other types of services and support 
that may be required. Essentially, educators are 
responsible for making the educational experience meaningful 
and related to future goals and objectives while 
simultaneously helping to address some of the personal or 
individual needs that may help to keep the student in 
school. 
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Today's schools are ill-designed to accommodate the 
needs of all students. Although almost every aspect of 
United States society has entered into the technological 
age, the U.S. school system remains in the industrial age. 
The programs, curriculum, and even buildings are essentially 
the same as they were 100 years ago. The only thing that 
has changed is the learner. Because of the social 
conditions that exist for youth, they bring to the schools a 
completely different set of problems and concerns that 
schools need to address. 
According to Wehlage and Rutter (1986), school size may 
have an effect on school dropping-out behaviors. Large 
schools with poor and minority enrollments tend to alienate 
students. The students have little contact with teachers or 
other adults and fail to become a part of the school 
community. 
The school should provide a supportive environment for 
all students. This requires the school to embrace each 
student as an individual. Students should feel that they 
are part of the school community. The pupils should be 
involved in developing school spirit, and a strong activity 
program should be established for them. Both academic and 
social expectations for the student should be high. Prizes 
and awards for which all students have equal access should 
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be provided. The awards should be based on a variety of 
accomplishments, thus allowing students who may not be top 
achievers to experience success and receive recognition for 
their success. A number of authors feel that students 
should be involved in cooperative learning activities. 
Cooperative learning involves achievement for students and 
develops social skills that students can use in the school 
environment and society. Camp (1980) states that, 
"competition undermines cooperation." Schools should 
encourage cooperation among the students" (p. 169). 
The Parents 
Research has established the need for parents need to 
become partners with the schools in the education of their 
children. Parents have the responsibility of being the 
"overseer" of their children's education. It becomes the 
role of educators to stress to parents that it is not enough 
to send the child to school well rested, fed, clean and 
neat, and with proper school supplies. Too many parents 
fail to fulfill one or more of these requirements. The 
parent needs to know that he/she has a responsibility to 
spend time with the child at the end of the school day. 
This interaction should involve questions that relate to 
the child's school day. These questions could include the 
following: (a) How did you like school today? (b) Will you 
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describe something interesting that happened? (c) Was your 
teacher in school today? and (d) Do you have homework? 
This type of questioning actually shows the child that 
the parent is interested in what he/she did in school on 
that particular day, or any day. This dialoguing gives the 
child an opportunity to discuss any accomplishments. 
Furthermore, it alerts the parent to any homework 
assignments. Parents should ask to see notebooks, 
assignments, tests, and other schoolwork. This lets the 
child know that the parent is monitoring his/her school 
progress. 
In addition, parents should be encouraged to attend 
school-sponsored activities such as Parent's Night and PTO 
meetings. If the parents attend school sporting events, 
concerts, plays, and programs with the child, it often 
encourages the student to participate in such 
extracurricular activities. Most children become involved 
in academics as well as social activities if they know that 
their parents are interested and supportive of these 
efforts. Even if the child does not participate, the 
student and parent are both showing school support by being 
spectators, fans, or members of the audience. 
Staff Report of the Select Committee (1985) claims that 
the quality education is a prerequisite for a society that 
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intends to compete internationally and globally in today's 
complex society. Every segment of the society, the family, 
schools, business, and government is going to have to 
cooperate to halt the upward trend in school dropouts. It 
is estimated that every $1 invested today will save $4.75 in 
the future cost of welfare, remedial education programs, 
health care, and crime. 
Furthermore, business has been successful in the past 
in cooperating with schools to meet certain objectives. 
They must now devote time, money, and energy to developing 
programs that will entice the at-risk population to stay in 
school and assist them in gaining some success in their 
learning careers. At-risk students need more resources, 
services, and innovative programs that relate to the "real 
world." A Committee for Economic Development (1987, p. 16) 
report states: 
For effective partnership, each side must fully 
understand what the other has to offer and develop 
a realistic view of what can be accomplished. The 
goals of partnerships should be to engage 
children, teachers, administrators, parents, and 
business executives in efforts designed to improve 
the children's performance, broaden their 
horizons, and demonstrate an ongoing commitment 
from the community. 
In conclusion, the researcher found that many urban 
middle school students leave school before completing eighth 
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grade. A considerable body of literature has been 
published, both theoretical and statistical, as to the 
characteristics which enabled the researcher to identify 
potential dropouts, and to establish the reasons which lead 
to their educational failure. 
The purpose of this study was to reveal the experiences 
of ten middle school students who dropped out of the public 
school system and later decided to return to an alternative 
school. 
The researcher interviewed ten middle school students 
to investigate reasons why they became dropouts. These 
students ranged in age from fourteen to seventeen years old. 
A qualitative approach was used to collect data. Their 
perceived reality was described and analyzed by the 
researcher. Prior to interviewing students, permission was 
obtained from the building administrators, as well as 
parents. 
The interviews were conducted in three locations: (a) 
alternative schools, (b) Boys Clubs, and (c) a Community 
Center. Ten interviews were conducted over a three month 
period. Each session was approximately one hour. 
During the first interview, a short prospective of the 
study was offered and followed by an explanation of the 
study's goals and procedures. This procedure allowed for 
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familiarity between the researcher and students, therefore a 
mutual trust was established. 
The researcher provided a comfortable environment for 
each interview, in which the two phases, modeled after 
Robert Coles (1990) was implemented. The interviewee was 
asked to draw three pictures: (a) one of a teacher, (b) one 
of their school, and (c) one of their home. Following each, 
the student was asked to explain what he/she had drawn. A 
series of probing questions based on what the student 
presented in his/her pictures was offered. The researcher 
used these pictures to probe the life experiences of the 
students. 
These experiences included: 
a) students were not as hostile as the researcher had 
presumed, 
b) students behaved according to the way they 
perceive their life situations, 
c) students responded differently to each question; 
they did not respond in the manner as an adult 
might have anticipated, 
d) students had difficulties expressing their 
feelings and ideas, 
e) students had trouble following directions and 
details, and 
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f) students often referred to other students that 
they had encountered sometimes positively and 
sometimes negatively. 
The students also attributed their academic performance 
to the following reasons: 
a) negative teachers, 
b) negative administrator, 
c) some negative students, 
d) work too difficult at their level, 
e) harassment from other students and teachers, 
f) parent too strict, 
g) parents on drugs, 
h) disputes among siblings, 
i) peer pressure, 
j) improper care from home, 
k) divorced or separated parents, and 
l) dislike of school. 
From this data the following conclusions are offered: 
a) Middle school dropouts between the ages of fourteen and 
seventeen exhibit major social and academic needs; 
b) Psychologistics support is needed; 
c) Public schools must provide for the social and academic 
needs for all students regardless of budgetary 
expenses; 
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d) There need to be more alternative programs; and 
e) A supported environment. 
Slavin, Karweit and Madden (1989) cite: 
Instead of adding to the amount of time students 
spend in reading and math lessons, schools simply 
should redistribute a fixed amount of 
instructional time across the programs (p. 216). 
APPENDIX A 
CONSENT FORM (STUDENT): 
DROPPING OUT": THE EXPERIENCES OF TEN MIDDLE 
SCHOOL STUDENTS WHO ARE AT RISK OF 
OR WHO HAVE ACTUALLY DROPPED OUT 
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CONSENT FORM (STUDENT) 
"DROPPING OUT": THE EXPERIENCES OF TEN MIDDLE 
SCHOOL STUDENTS WHO ARE AT RISK OF 
OR WHO HAVE ACTUALLY DROPPED OUT 
As a doctoral candidate at the School of Education, 
University of Massachusetts at Amherst, my research is 
intended to show why students drop out from school, and who 
is at risk of doing so before the completion of middle 
school. 
For the last 29 years, I have taught in the Boston Public 
School System. I have worked with hundreds of students who 
exhibited a lack of interest in school, who, for reasons 
unknown, have rejected school. As a result, their school 
performance is considered poor, they are classified as low 
achievers, and some eventually drop out. My research is to 
discover why these students become dropouts. Having 
extensive experience in this problem, I intend to extend it 
in this research project. 
You will be asked to participate in an interview. It will 
be based on drawing three specific pictures: one of your 
home, one of your school and one of your teacher. A series 
of questions will follow regarding the feelings you 
expressed in the pictures. The interview will be completed 
within a sixty minute period after the regular school day. 
Each interview will be audiotaped in order to present a true 
profile of your responses. At no time will your name, or 
any other family member's name, be used in this study. I 
will use the results of the interview in the completion of 
my dissertation, and for other educational and related 
academic work. 
Should you give your permission to participate, please 
remember that you may withdraw permission at any time 
before, during or after the interview. If you should choose 
not to allow the use of your interview material, I must be 
informed in writing no later than November 15, 1991. 
I will be available to answer any questions that you might 
have regarding this consent form. Please feel free to 
contact me at my home (617) 445-9275 or at the Emily A. 
Fifield School (617) 825-7706. 
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In signing this form, you are also assuring me that you will 
make no financial claims for the use of the material in the 
interview; you are also stating that no medical treatment 
will be required by you from the University of Massachusetts 
should any physical injury result from participating in this 
interview. 
Thank you for your support in this study. 
I, _, have read the 
(Name of Participant) 
above statement and agree to participate as an interviewee 
under the conditions stated above. 
Signature of participant 
Signature of the interviewer 
(Date) 
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CONSENT FORM (PARENT) 
"DROPPING OUT": THE EXPERIENCES OF TEN 
SCHOOL STUDENTS WHO ARE AT RISK OR 
WHO HAVE ACTUALLY DROPPED OUT 
As a doctoral candidate at the School of Education, 
University of Massachusetts at Amherst, my research is 
intended to show why students drop out from school, and who 
is at risk of dropping out before the completion of middle 
school. 
For the last 29 years, I have taught in the Boston Public 
School System. I have worked with hundreds of students who 
have exhibited a lack of interest in schooling, or who, for 
reasons unknown, rejected schooling. As a result, their 
school performance is considered poor, they are classified 
as low achievers, and some eventually leave school. My 
research is intended to discover why this occurs. 
Your child will be asked to participate in an interview. It 
will be based on drawing three specific pictures: one of 
their home, one of their school, and one of their teacher. 
A series of questions will follow as a means of getting your 
child's feelings regarding the pictures. The interview will 
be completed within a sixty minute period after the regular 
school day. Each interview will be audiotaped in order to 
present a true profile of your child's responses. At no 
time will your name, your child's name, or any other family 
member's name, be used in this study. I will use the 
results of the interview in the completion of my 
dissertation, and for other educational and related academic 
work. 
Should you give your permission for your child to 
participate, please remember that you may withdraw 
permission at any time before, during or after the 
interview. If you or your child should choose not to allow 
the use of his/her interview material, I must be informed in 
writing no later than November 15, 1991. 
I will be available to answer any questions that you might 
have regarding this consent form. Please feel free to 
contact me at my home (617) 445-9275 or at the Emily A. 
Fifield School (617) 825-7706. 
118 
In signing this form, you are also assuring me that you will 
make no financial claims for the use of the material in your 
child's interview; you are also stating that no medical 
treatment will be required by your child from the University 
of Massachusetts should any physical injury result from 
participating in this interview. 
Thank you for your support in this study. 
I, _, have read the 
(Name of Parent/Guardian) 
above statement and agree to the participation of their 
child as an interviewee under the conditions stated above. 
Signature of parent/guardian 
Signature of the interviewer 
(Date) 
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